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The purpose of this multiple case study was to understand the critical
components to improve literacy learning for all students. The central focus of the
study involved looking at principles for classroom instruction in reading and writing
that are essential for students to become good readers and writers. According to
Allington and Cunningham, the following principles are critical: (a) the amount of
time students spend on reading and writing each day, (b) the explicit teaching of
comprehension strategies, (c) modeling writing and reading daily, (d) student
engagement in thoughtful literacy learning, and (e) literate rich classroom
environments.
Six classrooms were selected to participate in the study, among them three 4th
grade teachers whose students performed very well on the English Language Arts
(ELA) section of the MEAP test and another three 4th grade teachers whose students
performed poorly on the ELA section of the MEAP test. Reading and writing are
assessed in the ELA section of the MEAP test. The classrooms were in schools that

had a similar percentage of students from diverse backgrounds and a similar

percentage of students on free and reduced lunch within an urban school district in the
Midwest.
In the selected classrooms, the researcher observed and interviewed each
teacher and looked for evidence to determine how effectively these five critical
literacy principles were utilized by the teachers in the successful and unsuccessful 4
grade classrooms. The empirical data essentially supported the five principles by
Allington and Cunningham. Implications of the study were discussed in terms of
teacher evaluation, supervision, professional development, and teacher education.
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CHAPTER I

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY
Problem Statement
The purpose of this case study is to discover, describe, and understand the
critical components to improve literacy learning for all students. The central focus of
the study involves looking at principles for classroom instruction in reading and
writing that are essential for students to become good readers and writers based on the
work of Richard Allington and Patricia Cunningham (2003). These principles are:
the amount of time students spend on reading and writing each day, the explicit
teaching of comprehension strategies, model writing and reading daily, student
engagement in thoughtful literacy learning, and literate rich classroom environments.
At this stage in the research, the premise is that it is what the classroom teacher does
day by day, minute by minute in the classroom that makes the difference in regard to
student success. Why "Johnnie" can't read or write has been the subject of many
studies, teacher discussions, college classes, and books over the last century and yet
students continue to struggle and fail as they attempt to become effective readers and
writers. Because of this, it is important that researchers continue to study and analyze
reading and writing instruction until we reach a point that all students can become
successful readers and writers.

1

History of Reading Instruction
How to best teach reading has been the focus for educators and researchers in
America for centuries. Although much has been learned about how best to teach
children to read, there has also been much controversy in regard to what method
works best for children.

There have been many passionate debates and heated

discussions by educators and researchers about what techniques are the most effective
for teaching children to read. These debates are often referred to as the reading wars.
Some areas that cause strong opinions and reactions in educators are: whole language
verses phonics instruction; language experience verses skill and drill; meaning verses
memorization, whole word verses sounding words out, etc. During my career in
education, I have experienced many shifts in my own thinking, as well, as I have
learned more about the very complicated, complex problem of teaching children to
read. Even though educators have been discussing and learning better ways to teach
reading, good practice still lags behind in the classroom.

McGuffy Readers
William H. McGuffy was an educator who worked as a professor at Miami
University in Ohio. During this time he wrote his famous McGuffy Readers. He was
the "first author to produce a clearly defined and carefully graded series consisting of
one reader for each grade in the elementary school" (Smith, 1986, p. 106). This set of
readers outsold all others during this time and were first used in classrooms during the

years 1836 and 1844 (Smith, 1986). These books were a combination of religious and
moralistic material. The book began with the letters of the alphabet and a picture to
2

go along with each letter. The books were not very interesting, but they did provide a
controlled vocabulary with a limited number of new words on each page.
Progressive Education
"Progressive Education" emerged from about 1844 - 1924. This was an
important "movement for change centered at the Laboratory School of the University
of Chicago and the work was supported by President Harper, Colonel Parker, and
John Dewey" in which it was believed that there was one "critical period in children's
lives between five and eight years old when the child had both the interest and
capacity to learn to read" (Wilson, 2003, p. 1). Dewey was a student of Hall who was
an advocate of the sight word method. The importance of reading was deemphasized
during this period - even going so far as to suggest that being able to read could be a
disadvantage.

During this time, reading was not considered to be critical for a

student's education, but instead it was important for students to learn to enjoy life and
it was thought that they would then learn to read naturally as they developed in all
areas (Wilson, 2003). Children learn to speak quite easily and effortlessly which is a
very complex skill. It was felt that reading could be learned with the same ease if it
was presented in a natural manner. The emphasis was on total language learning with the integration of reading, writing and spelling. This approach is re-emerging
today as one of the most effective methods for teaching language arts. Teachers were
instructed to spend their energies learning to understand their students so that they

could meet their learning needs as they arose.
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During this time frame, physicians began to offer advice on how to raise and
teach children. Dr. Benjamin Spock gave advice on how to be a good parent and the
Italian physician, Maria Montessori (1870-1952) had a big influence on education that
is still apparent today. She advocated the practice of enabling children to learn
through the senses until they reached a mental level appropriate for them to learn to
read and write naturally (Wilson, 2003).
Variety of Approaches
The importance of reading and the search for the best approach for teaching
youngsters to read has been a universal endeavor. My mother was a teacher in
Canada in the 1930's and she studied the work of Arthur Gates in college. He began
his book, The Improvement of Reading, with this statement: "Reading is both the
most important and the most troublesome subject in the elementary school
curriculum. It is most important since it is a tool, mastery of which is essential to the
learning of nearly every other school subject; most troublesome since pupils fail in
reading far more frequently than in any other elementary skill" (Gates, 1927, p. 3).
He likened learning to read to learning to type and in a study of students experiencing
difficulty in reading, it was determined that if students' efforts in reading "were
successful, his interest persisted or increased; if his efforts led to failure, his interest
died or turned to distaste" (Gates, 1927, p. 23).
During this time period the most c o m m o n way to teach reading in American

schools was what Gates referred to as "direct learning coupled with supplementary
devices" (Gates, 1927, p. 25). There was an emphasis on learning whole words so
4

that students could understand the meaning behind the words. It was felt that it was
important for reading to cause a reaction in the student and there was less of an
emphasis on isolated skills. Even at this time, educators recognized that student
motivation and meaning were important elements in teaching students to read.
After the 1920s and through the 1950's, the whole word approach or "look
and say" method was used widely in North America. Most students of this era
learned to read using the Dick, Jane, Sally & Spot series. These three children and
their dog have "become cultural icons representing all that was good and bad about
America in the mid-20th Century" (Kismaric & Heiferman, 1996; Pressley, 2002, p.
3). These books were meant to provide children with a meaningful connection with
the printed word, however the students often found these books boring and
uninteresting (Wilson, 2003). The whole word approach was supplemented with
phonics instruction, dittos, drill, and workbook pages.
In 1957, the flight of Sputnik by Russia caused quite a stir and "extraordinary
concern about the teaching of reading began to manifest itself (Smith, 1986, p. 311).
The United States was startled by the fact that Russia had sent Sputnik into space and
the "supremacy of the United States was now challenged by the technological
achievements of another nation which avowedly was determined to establish world
Communism" (Smith, 1986, p. 311). Public education was under fire. In the 1960s,
there were thousands of research studies on the teaching of reading (Wilson, 2003).
The studies compared the different methods for teaching children to read. There was

5

a strong national thrust to improve education and the government wanted to educate
all people.
When I was attending undergraduate school at Western Michigan University
in 1969, Arthur Heilman's book Principles and Practices of Teaching Reading was
the text used. He begins his book by explaining that during the past twenty years
reading instruction had become a national interest of all US citizens. He explains that
"while there were differences of opinion as to what should be done, there was general
agreement that existing instruction was not adequate for the educational goals of our
schools and our society" (Heilman, 1967, p. 1). This is very similar to the outcries
today that call for more rigor in our schools. Heilman discussed the fact that reading
instruction was not only a concern for local schools and communities but that it was
important for the national welfare.
He taught his students that even though materials and programs are important,
the most important factor was what the classroom teacher does with the students
when teaching the program. In his book, he offered many insights that are still
relevant today in regard to how best to teach students to read. He considered reading
to be a difficult process that should be handled carefully. He states that "too much
pressure or the wrong kind of pressure may result in non-learning" (Heilman, 1967, p.
3). He stressed that learning to read was an individual process and that teachers must
focus on individual differences in reading instruction.
Heilman's approach included an organized systematic approach to reading that
included a diagnosis of the child's weaknesses and a "blueprint for instruction".

6

During this time period there was a strong emphasis on the use of Informal Reading
Inventories.

Students read paragraphs at a variety of levels and answered

comprehension questions about the passage to determine their independent,
instructional, and frustration reading levels. Much work was done to make sure that
students were instructed at their individual instructional level. Heilman was very
critical of the assembly-line approach to reading, calling for a more personal look at
the needs of each child.
In the summer after I graduated from Western Michigan University (WMU), I
began to take graduate classes in the teaching of reading and worked in the Reading
Clinic at WMU under the direction of Homer Carter and Dorothy McGinnis. They
had a very humanistic, child centered approach to reading with a strong consideration
for the emotional well-being of the child as he learns to read. It was essential that the
student be accepted by the teacher as a capable person with the realization that he or
she wants to be successful and accepted as a learner and person. They had strong
convictions, based on their work in the field, emphasizing that if a child becomes
frustrated and is presented with materials and instruction that is too difficult for him,
he would be turned off to reading forever. The teacher "realizes that frustration and a
feeling of inadequacy can seriously interfere with the individual's self-concept and the
success of the instruction" (Carter & McGinnis, 1970, p.13). Carter and McGinnis
were strong proponents of the Language Experience Approach to Reading. This
approach has the child write or dictate stories and their own stories become the
reading material for the child. Vocabulary words, and sentences for further study are

7

taken from this material, which already has personal meaning for the student. I found
this to be a very effective method for dealing with straggling readers and used it with
great success when I worked as a reading consultant. Confidence and self-esteem are
strong factors in teaching a child to read.
Another strong reading influence in Michigan was the work of Dr. Duffy and
Dr. Sherman from Michigan State University in the mid to late 1970s.

They

developed a program entitled "Systematic Reading Instruction" in which the reading
teacher or classroom teacher tested each child individually on all phonetic aspects of
the English language.

Students were then instructed in their weak areas and

continued to work systematically until they knew all of the phonetic skills, word
families and syllabication skills in the program.

Educators who had previously

worked hard with children using the more meaningful, child oriented Language
Experience Approach to reading were encouraged to drop that technique and move to
the Systematic Reading Instruction Approach. The intent of the program was to teach
the students a system so that they would know how to attack unknown words on their
own. This segregated approach to phonics did not last for long in the field, because
students made better progress in reading when phonics was taught in context with an
emphasis on meaning.
On August 26, 1981, the current Secretary of Education at the time, T.H. Bell,
created the National Commission on Excellence in Education and directed it to
present a report on the quality of education in America to the American people by
April of 1983. The report that came out of this study was entitled: A Nation at Risk:

8

The Imperative for Educational Reform.

The purpose was to find out what the

problems were that were facing American education and the strengths and weaknesses
were frankly discussed.

In 1983, A Nation At Risk was published and the

Commission came out with a set of recommendations to improve schools. The
recommendations begin with the following introduction.
We must emphasize that the variety of student aspirations, abilities,
and preparation requires that appropriate content be available to satisfy
diverse needs. Attention must be directed to both the nature of the
content available and to the needs of particular learners. We must
demand the best effort and performance from all students, whether
they are gifted or less able, affluent or disadvantaged, whether destined
for college, the army, or industry (Nation At Risk, 1983, p.l).
The recommendations concluded that the decline in educational performance
was the result of inadequacies in the way the education process was implemented.
Four important aspects of the educational process were included:

content,

expectations, time, and teaching. The recommendations included the need for clear
course requirements at the high school to help prepare students for college, more time
to be spent effectively on school work, and more of an emphasis on teaching students
effective study skills. In regard to teaching, it was also determined that the country's
more able students were not going into teaching; teacher preparation programs needed
to improve; there was a shortage of teachers in important fields; and the working life
of teachers was unacceptable.

This report caused alarm and concern in the
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educational community and districts throughout the country began to evaluate their
K-12 curriculum. Reading instruction was a major area of reform (Nation At Risk,
1983).
An important report that followed A Nation At Risk was Becoming A Nation of
Readers (Anderson, Hiebert, Scott, & Wilkinson, 1985; Reutzel & Mitchell, 2003).
This report "stood for nearly 13 years as the most influential document in the field of
reading" (Reutzel & Mitchell, 2003, p. 1). Between 1979 and 1989 the whole
language approach to reading emerged. It involved a belief that children learn in
"natural situations where they are actively investigating the world around them"
(Schwartz & Pollishuke, 1992, p. 2). The new thinking was that students learned how
to read the best when they used personal experiences, interacted with others, and used
language to communicate their understanding and to make meaning out of the written
text.
Marie Clay developed the Reading Recovery program in New Zealand and
this approach became an "inspiration to those elsewhere who felt uncomfortable with
or rejected what they saw as the repetitious, teacher-directed instruction broken up
into separate packages of language arts" (Wilson, 2003, p. 2). From her work, a new
philosophy emerged in which children learned to read through "actually reading real
books, following along as the teacher reads, using context, pictures, and known words
to understand even if every word is not familiar" (Wilson, 2003, p. 2). Pressley
describes the whole language approach as one that emphasizes the "natural
development of literacy competence" (Pressley, 2002, p. 15). Western Michigan
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University became a training ground for the Reading Recovery program under the
direction of Dr. Burns during this time period.
Teachers began to immerse students in real literature and the students wrote
about the experience. Explicit reading instruction and use of phonics was down
played during this time period. Students were taught skills as the need arose and in
context. Constructing meaning from what was read was considered the primary goal
of reading. Frank Smith and Kenneth Goodman were important figures in Whole
Language instruction. Smith "objected to phonics, making the case that good readers
routinely recognize words without sounding them out and that often a word cannot be
recognized until its meaning has been comprehended" (Smith, 1979; Pressley, 2002,
p. 19). Kenneth Goodman also believed that "learning to read is more about learning
to guess words well, based on the meaning cues in the text and the prior knowledge
brought to the text, with letter- and word-level cues definitely less important than
word recognition" (Goodman, 1980, Pressley, 2002, p. 20).
Before long, the whole language approach was under fire.

"While older

teachers fumed over the neglect of teaching basic skills, younger teachers rejoiced in
the love of learning they saw in their students" (Wilson, 2003, p. 2). In America, the
reading wars became religious and political in nature. The more conservative folks
fought for phonics and basic skills instruction and the proponents of whole language
were considered more liberal. "Those that have an analytical (scientific) view of the
world are more likely to support phonics along with those who support mental
discipline, those who have a holistic (intuitive) view are likely to support the whole
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word methods as are those who support free development" (Wilson, 2003, p. 3).
Some educators felt that the reading problems that developed were because of the
whole language approach to instruction. It was at this time that a large number of
students were identified as learning disabled. There was a public outcry for the return
to basics. Phonics books, skill based computer programs, companies such as Hooked
on Phonics, and charter schools, with an emphasis on back to basics, became
prevalent.
As children read they naturally make use of the context clues and the letters.
There is also evidence that it is not necessarily the method that is used to teach
students that determines student success.

"Any success in remedial classes is

probably more the result of the small group and one-on-one instruction than the
method used" (Wilson, 2003, p. 4). Children are very different and come to school
with a variety of backgrounds and experiences. Even though the search continues for
the perfect program there is not one program that will meet the needs of all students.
If teachers are allowed to "use whatever will help at any given moment with a
particular child and with the right books, most children will find their own way"
(Wilson, 2003, p. 4).
Reading Specialist
Another important development in the teaching of reading was the emergence
of the use of reading specialists.

Beginning in the 1930s, schools began to use

specialists to help teachers in the teaching of reading.

After World War n, in

response to strong criticism of public schools, "remedial reading teachers became
12

fixtures in many schools" (Bean, 2004, p. 2). The main responsibility of these
specialists was to work with children who were having difficulty in reading by pulling
them out of the classroom and tutoring them individually or in small groups.
Eventually, educators began to realize that if students were going to become better
readers, these specialists should begin to work as consultants to teachers so that more
students could be reached within the classroom on a daily basis.
In the last thirty years, many reading specialists were hired through funding by
Title I from the Federal Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) (Bean,
2004, p. 3). The emphasis of this funding was to provide support for children who
were economically poor. The reading specialists were supposed to focus only on
these eligible children. Schools began to develop pullout programs in which children
received reading instruction away from the classroom. Many problems arose from
these types of services. There was little coordination between classroom instruction
and the instructional services the Title I program was providing. Therefore, there was
a lack of alignment and consistency for the students. When the children returned to
the classroom they were presented with a different program and work that was often
too difficult for them.

For children who struggle with reading, having two

inconsistent approaches and programs often did more harm then good. Often times
the Reading Specialists trained paraprofessionals to work with students or more often
paraprofessionals were hired and not trained. The most tangled readers worked with
paraprofessionals rather than the highly trained classroom or reading teacher.
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Another criticism with this type of program was that the children were often
doing workbook, dittos, and other skill oriented activities with little opportunity to
actually read. "Yet research evidence and theorists in the field were advocating the
teaching of more explicit reading strategies and increased opportunities for students to
engage actively in reading and writing tasks" (Bean, 1991; Bean, 2004, p. 5). There
was also little direct instruction for these children and classroom teachers felt that it
was the reading specialist's job to teach them to read, not the classroom teacher
(Lazar & Zigmond, 1991; Bean, 2004). It was very easy for the teachers to leave the
instruction to the specialist.
In the 1990s, schools began to eliminate the use of reading specialists, and
other programs and strategies were initiated to help classroom teachers teach students
having difficulty learning to read. During this time period there was an emphasis on
increasing the competency of classroom teachers, making better use of technology,
reducing class size, hiring paraprofessionals, and adding before and after school
programs (Bean, 2004). Even though much time, money, and energy has been
devoted to these areas, student achievement in reading has still not been as good as
expected. Educators and researchers have searched relentlessly over time for the best
method to teach reading, often looking for a simple solution to a very complex
problem. The approach that has emerged today as the most effective way to teach
reading is what is referred to as a balanced approach that includes both phonics
instruction taught in context and the whole language approach that emphasizes
meaning and understanding.
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History of Writing Instruction
"James Moffett joked that although writing was invented five thousand years
ago, it was discovered only twenty-five years ago in American public schools" (KaraSoteriou & Kaufman, 2002, p.3). Before 1970, writing was viewed by teachers as a
process in which the students were assigned a topic and they were then expected to
write on the topic on their own. There was a strong emphasis on grammar and
spelling and teachers would "move off to a safe distance with red pen in hand, to
evaluate student effort" (Kara-Soteriou & Kaufman, 2002, p.25). Teachers seldom
had students revise their writing and did not usually look at the writing until it was
completed. With the emphasis on grammar and mechanics there was little attention
given to meaning and creativity.
In the late sixties and early seventies college professors and scholars began to
teach students about the writing process. In a book entitled A Writer Teaches Writing,
Murray began to stress the "importance of teachers allowing students to choose their
topics, use personal language, and spend time writing multiple drafts until they felt
ready to communicate" (Murray, 1968; Kara-Soteriou & Kaufman, 2002, p.25).
Elbow (1973) brought new understandings about writing when he defined writing as a
two-step process that had students decide on their meaning and then write about it
(Elbow, 1973; Kara-Soteriou & Kaufman, 2002). He was a proponent of writing "as
organic and developmental:

writers start writing before they know their exact

meaning or purpose and then let ideas evolve during the act itself (Elbow, 1973;
Kara-Soteriou & Kaufman, 2002, p.26).
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"In the early eighties students spent very little time writing and the writing
they did consisted primarily of handwriting exercises and copying other writers'
texts" (Bridge & Hiebert, 1985; Kara-Soteriou & Kaufman, 2002, p.27). During the
late 1980's and 1990's, professors began to think about the teaching of writing as a
way to teach students to think and communicate with others.

A constructivist

approach led to "radical changes in the purposes and approaches of writing research"
(Freedman, Dyson, Flower, & Chafe, 1983, 1986; Kara-Soteriou & Kaufman, 2002,
p.26). College professors and teachers began to look at other factors besides just
basic strategies for good writing instruction.

They began to consider how the

classroom atmosphere, student choice, and teacher and student relationships would
affect writing.
Donald Graves is one of the most influential individuals in the history of
writing. He has "shaped the way we teach writing in schools today. The term
'process writing is almost synonymous with Donald Graves" (Smith & Elley, 1997, p.
41). He brought new ideas about how to help children write. New research and
reform in education came about during the eighties and nineties because of his
influence (Smith & Elley, 1997). Graves was very concerned with the lack of
progress that children made when the traditional approaches were used. He believed
that most children wanted to write and that they were natural writers, yet they hated
writing in school because of how it was taught.
Further work by Donald Graves and writing practitioners, Lucy Calkins and
Nancy Atwell, introduced a new view of writing into American public schools. They
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suggested the development of classroom environments that "promote educative
writing:

time, choice, response, modeling, and sharing" (Graves, 1983; Calkins,

1986; Atwell, 1987; Kara-Soteriou & Kaufman, 2002, p.27). Teachers began to allow
students to choose their own topics and to write over time. Students were encouraged
to share their writing with each other and teachers began to model write for the
students. Students were encouraged to write with a particular audience in mind.
These changes had a big impact on how teachers planned for and taught writing.
Studies that were conducted twenty years later indicate that the amount of time spent
writing has increased and that students are writing longer pieces with a variety of
purposes.
In recent studies, however, it has been discovered that there are a wide variety
of practices utilized in American classrooms today. These practices do not incorporate
the conditions and practices that have been determined to be successful in teaching
students to become competent, confident writers. It appears that many teachers have
returned to the step by step linear approach to writing. College professors working
with student teachers have found that supervising teachers are often insisting that their
students follow a step by step approach when teaching writing (Kara-Soteriou &
Kaufman, 2002). Negative feelings about writing arise when teachers insist that
students do prewriting activities even when they have a topic in mind that they want
to write about. Unfortunately, this strategy may also make writing look more difficult
to children by emphasizing "process" without connecting it to product" (Labbo,
Hoffman & Roser, 1995; Kara-Soteriou & Kaufman, 2002, p.28).
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A practice that has been proven to be effective in teaching students to become
good writers is when teachers model how they write sharing their thought processes.
In a large University in New England, a student teacher supervisor collected data by
observing writing lessons in the classrooms and holding focus groups with five
student teachers.

The student teachers in this study reported that there was no

modeling done by their teachers.

Their teachers taught the students how to

"brainstorm, draft, and edit, but she never wrote with them" (Labbo, Hoffman &
Roser, 1995; Kara-Soteriou & Kaufman, 2002, p.28).

Therefore, even though

teachers, professors, and administrators are now knowledgeable about how best to
teach writing, it is still not being done in many classrooms. Current research and
practice stress the importance of connecting the two processes of reading and writing
with students.
Startling Statistics
There are many schools throughout the country in which students learn to read
and write effectively and easily and many more in which students experience
difficulty in learning to read and write. This is true no matter what the socio-economic
status (SES) or educational background of the family. Statistics shared in the next
few pages are from various educational groups and produced by the US Department
of Education (2004). Many experts indicate that only about 5% of our country's
students learn to read easily, 20 — 30% learn to read with some ease, but the majority

of our children (about 60%) have difficulty learning to read (Council for Basic
Education, 2004). One third of the struggling readers in fourth grade come from
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educated parents in our country (National Assessment of Educational Progress,
2004). Almost 40% of the fourth grade students have not mastered basic reading
skills and in California it is 60% and half of these students have college educated
parents (Council for Basic Education, 2004).
Improvement in reading achievement for students in the United States is a
national goal (Bush, 2001). The goal states that all students will be able to read at
grade level by the end of 3 rd grade by the year 2016. This is part of the requirements
of the Federal No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB, Bush, 2001) which came about as a
result of the political and public concern about students' inability to learn to read and
write at grade level.

Another target of this Act is to lessen the achievement gap

between various races and the rich and poor. President Bush opened the No Child
Left Behind Act initiative with this statement:
Reading is, after all, the most basic educational skill, and the most
basic obligation of any school is to teach reading. Yet earlier this year,
tests showed that almost two-thirds of African American children in
the 4th grade cannot read at a basic level, and reading performance
overall is basically unimproved over the past ten years. The ability to
read is what turns a child into a student. When this skill is not taught,
a child has not failed the system; the system has failed the child. And
that child is on a path to frustration and broken confidence. (White
House, 2001)
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Students living in poverty are more at risk and are more dependent on our
schools and teachers to teach them. There are many more literacy statistics and
reading facts that reinforce the concern that teaching children to read continues to be a
problem in our country. Some additional, disturbing statistics (US Department of
Education, 2004) are listed below:
•

Estimates indicate that 20 million of our country's 53 million school- age
children are poor readers. (National Institute of Health, 2004)

•

If a child is a poor reader at the end of first grade, there is an almost 90%
chance that he or she will be a poor reader at the end of 4l grade. (The Public
Library Association, 2004)

•

Reading problems go across all socioeconomic groups - being wealthy or
educated is not a guarantee of success in reading. (American Federation of
Teachers, 2004)

•

There has been an increase in illiteracy in America with over 90 million adults
now considered "functionally illiterate or nearly illiterate" without the skills
needed to operate successfully in society. (National Assessment of Adult
Literacy, 2003)

•

50% or more of unemployed workers are illiterate. (US Department of Labor,
2004)

•

Learning to read is a crucial step in children's education because those who
fare poorly in the early grades are unlikely to catch up with their more skilled
classmates. (Scientific American, March 2002)
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Society Calls for Changes
The American Legislative Exchange Council reports that since the Nation at
Risk report was released in 1983, there has not been much change in student
achievement levels in public schools in spite of a 43% increase in funding (Stone,
1996).

Businesses have complained that far too many of their applicants and

employees have difficulty reading and writing. "Americans are therefore 'fed up'
with their public schools" (DuToit, 2005, p.87).
A student's ability to read and write is a strong predictor of his or her future
success in school and in life. A student's reading level by the end of third grade is the
most important predictor of success in high school. Three quarters of the students
who are poor readers in third grade will remain poor readers in high school (US
Department of Education, 2004).

Furthermore, in Indiana, prison cells are

constructed depending on the number of non-readers in the state by the end of third
grade. Special educators in Michigan report that 80% of the students in their program
are there because of difficulties in reading and writing. The US Department of
Education reports that 85% of juvenile offenders are unable to read. This situation is
deplorable and educators in the country must continue their efforts to insure that all
students are taught to read and write. It appears that we know what to do, but we
don't do it.
Educators now have the expertise, knowledge and the research based
strategies available so that they can teach all students to read and write competently.
Some important questions that educators at all levels must ask themselves are:

21

•

Why are teachers not teaching not being successful in teaching all students to
read and write?

•

Why do we continue to allow students to fail?

•

Now that we are aware of the drastic ramifications for children who are not
able to read and write effectively - can we and will we do what is necessary to
teach all children?

•

Why do we not take the time to work with teachers so that students can be
taught to become competent and confident readers and writers in the most
effective ways possible by instructing them in best practice?

•

Why do we take the time to teach students over and over again rather than
taking the time to do it right the first time?

•

What are the teachers doing differently day by day and minute by minute who
are successful in teaching students to read and write effectively?
The Teacher Makes the Difference
It is imperative that we determine what is being done differently by the

teachers in the classrooms and the schools that produce confident, competent readers
and writers across America and spread the word. If we are to make effective changes,
the "change effort needs to focus on supporting classroom teachers in the process of
improving their classroom literacy lessons" (Allington, 2002, p. 40). Current and past
research supports the fact that it is the teacher that makes the difference in regard to

student success in learning to read and write.
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Research studies support the idea that effective teaching is more important
than any program. It would seem that the "task of identifying effective teaching
procedures may sound relatively straightforward, but as most teachers know it is
enormously complex" (Torgesen, 2004, p. 355). Programs can "enhance teaching but
they cannot replace carefully planned and executed practice" (Owen, 2004, p. 16).
The schools that are in place today were not designed to teach all children. With the
movement to educate the masses under the presidency of Lyndon Johnson, the need to
educate all children became a national movement. If we are to teach all children we
will need to re-think our schools and education programs at the college level and then
re-structure them to "address the problems presented by children who struggle to learn
to read and write" (Allington & Cunningham, 2002, p. 17). Teachers who are better
prepared will produce students who are better prepared.

In order for college

instructors to be better prepared, universities must do a better job of providing
resources and support to their schools of education (Shen, 1999). What we have today
are pockets of excellence. There are teachers who are very effective and produce
students who are competent and confident readers and writers. We need to expand
these pockets of excellence into every classroom.
The Learning Network
I worked extensively with one school that became involved in The Learning
Network (TLN) from 1997- 2 0 0 3 . T h e principal, all teachers, and support staff were

trained in Literacy Learning in the Classroom, a professional development program
sponsored by the Richard Owen Publishing Company. It is based on best practice in
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the teaching of reading and writing. Staff attended the training for 2 or 3 summers in
a row and the school worked with a consultant who provided on site follow-up and
support. In order to be a part of TLN, one teacher was released half time to work with
the consultant and become a lead teacher.

Allington and Cunningham describe

schools in TLN as schools that offer "a climate of rich professional development that
includes teacher research teams that analyze classroom reading instruction with the
help of instructional coaches and the school principal" (Allington & Cunningham,
2002, p. 25).
One teacher is trained to become a literacy coach or lead teacher. The lead
teacher works with other teachers in the school and observes in their classrooms. The
classroom teachers write Action Plans before the observation and then after the
observation the teacher and lead teacher have an Instructional Dialogue. The entire
school received professional development training with the consultant and the school
became a true learning organization. Common understandings on how to best teach
reading and writing were developed and there was a building wide focus on literacy
and continual improvement. "Continuous development of teacher expertise is a basic
goal of TLN schools" (Allington & Cunningham, 2002, p. 25). The five principles
selected for this study were used extensively in this school and students made
remarkable gains in reading and writing. These principles are: the amount of time
students spend on reading and writing each day, the explicit teaching of
comprehension strategies, modeling writing and reading daily, student engagement in
thoughtful literacy learning, and literate rich classroom environments.
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The National Reading Panel Report/The Other Pillars
The National Reading Panel (NRP) was formed to study the state of reading in
our country (National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, 2000). The
Report of the NRP contains a systematic review of current research in reading. The
NRP reported that there were five key areas for successful reading instruction:
phonological awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension. These
areas have been determined to be the main five pillars for effective reading instruction
by the NRP. Allington (2005) is concerned that these five pillars do not include many
important and broad research findings in the area of reading and writing.
•

Allington claims that there are many other aspects of instruction that are even
more important for effective reading achievement. Shanahan listed 20 topics
that the NRP considered but never studied (Allington, 2005). Pressley and
other important reading researchers also have reported that the list of topics
included in the NRP report are too narrow (Allington, 2005). These five areas
are important, but there are other even more important elements that must be
included for effective reading instruction to take place. Allington suggests
five other pillars that are substantiated by many other experimental research
studies. They are:

•

Classroom organization: a balance of whole-group, small group, and side-byside lessons daily.

•

Matching pupils with texts: no single text can be right for every child in a
classroom.
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•

Access to interesting texts, choice, and collaboration: access to appropriate
books, providing children with choices regarding what they read and allowing
them to work with other children creates a bigger impact than phonics
instruction.

•

Writing and reading: reading and writing should be taught together because
writing enhances understanding and spelling helps with decoding.

•

Expert tutoring: effective programs like Reading Recovery show positive
effects on reading achievement.
According to previous research studies in literacy development and instruction

by Allington and Cunningham, schools and teachers that work for children emphasize
student learning. They suggest that educators must have one important mission if
they are to be successful in teaching students to read and write and that is: "to focus
on fostering collaboration and developing student independence" in literacy for all
students (Allington & Cunningham, 2002, p.275).
In addition to these other five pillars of effective reading instruction, Allington
and Cunningham have more recently identified ten principles for looking at classroom
reading instruction that are critical if all students are to become successful readers and
writers in schools today (Allington, October, 2005). They are:
•

Nothing is better than reading and writing to develop children's reading and
writing.
•

•

Students need to read at least an hour a day and write for half an hour.

Most reading should be easy reading (high accuracy/good comprehension).
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•

Children need appropriate texts to choose from all day.
•

Children do not develop comprehension strategies by answering questions
after reading a story or text.

•
•

Active comprehension strategies must be taught and modeled daily.

Children do not develop composing strategies from red ink corrections (nor
from just writing).
•

Useful composing strategies must be explicitly modeled and writing pieces
must be written over several days or weeks.

•

Children do not develop decoding strategies from drills or dittoes nor just
from reading.
•

Useful decoding strategies must be explicitly modeled in context for
children.

•

Children benefit from an integrated, content-oriented reading/language arts
curriculum.
•

Interrelationships between language arts must be made clear to children
each day, each week, and each year.

•

Some children need access to larger amounts of more intensive expert
instructional support and enhanced opportunities to read and write with
support.
•

•

Lower achieving students need extra personalized, instructional support.

Thoughtful literacy is the new general goal for reading and language arts
instruction.
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•
•

Conversation, connections, and engagement with text are crucial.

Developing independent readers and writers is critical to developing
thoughtful, life long learners, and easy access to books is critical.
•

Classrooms must have large and enticing supplies of books and magazines
nicely displayed and easily available to the children.

•

Access to consistently high-quality classroom instruction is more important
than the sort of parents children have or the special programs they attend.
Setting
Three successful classrooms and three unsuccessful 4 th grade classroom

teachers located in an urban Michigan school district were selected for the study.
The classrooms were identified by the researcher in conjunction with the
Director of Elementary Schools for the school district. The elementary principals
from the identified schools were contacted individually to arrange for the observations
and interviews. Six 4th grade classroom teachers were identified; three in which their
students performed very well on the MEAP English Language Arts (ELA) test in
reading and writing and three classroom teachers in which their students performed
poorly in these areas on the test
The school district has a population of 22,340 students. The district has a free
and reduced lunch rate of 75% and 76% of their students are from minority groups.
These figures indicate that there are a high percentage families living at the poverty

level residing within the district.

The student participants will consist of six

classrooms of fourth graders, ranging in age from ten to twelve.
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The classrooms will be from schools with similar demographics and similar
socio-economic status. The classrooms will all be part of the same Michigan school
district.

Therefore, district level involvement, teacher training, and professional

development and support will be controlled to the greatest extent possible. The main
difference in the classrooms will be the achievement level of the students. Therefore,
what the teacher does on a daily basis in the classroom will be the area to be explored
in the study.
Purpose Summary
For this qualitative study, I have chosen the five principles from the work of
Allington and Cunningham which I feel are the most critical for teaching students to
become competent, confident readers and writers when used consistently by teachers.
The selection of these five principles was based on both my study of current and past
research in literacy and on thirty seven years of first-hand experience working as a
reading consultant, curriculum director, and elementary principal in public education.
These five principles have been shown to be effective in the review of literature and
related research in reading and writing instruction. My intensive work from 1997 2003 with one elementary school to become a Learning Network school also
influenced my choice of principles. The principles that I chose to look for in the
classrooms of selected high performing and low performing 4 th grade teachers are:
A. Students read (one hour) and write (half hour) about real things every day.
B. Teachers teach and model active comprehension strategies.
C. Teachers model write and read daily to students.
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D. Students are actively engaged in "thoughtful" literacy learning.
E. A relaxed, literate rich classroom environment is provided with easy access to
many interesting, easy to read books and magazines.
The purpose of this case study was to explore the presence of these five
themes in the reading instruction and classroom environment of successful and
unsuccessful classrooms.

Six fourth grade classroom teachers from six different

schools were identified by the researcher. Three classrooms were selected in which
students performed very well on the English Language Arts (ELA) section of the
MEAP test in reading and writing and three classrooms in which students performed
poorly in these areas on the ELA MEAP tests. The classrooms selected were taught
by teachers with a three year record of higher or lower MEAP scores. This provided
stability and consistency of high achievement or low achievement assuming that a
three year record indicated consistent high quality or poor quality instruction. Scores
from the 2004, 2005, and 2006 MEAP tests were used.
The schools identified were similar in regard to the number of students
identified as qualifying for free and reduced lunch as an indicator of socio-economic
status (SES) and the number of minority students. Three classrooms were selected
that beat the odds in regard to student achievement and three classrooms were
selected in which the students did not beat the odds. The classrooms that met these
criteria were identified by the Director of Elementary Education. The schools were
located in a large urban school district in Michigan, each with similar demographics.
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CHAPTER H

REVIEW OF LITERATURE AND RELATED RESEARCH
Introduction
The challenge of improving instructional outcome and student performance in
literacy is greater than ever before. The single most important variable in teaching all
children to read and write is what the classroom teacher does "day by day, minute by
minute, in the classroom" (Allington & Cunningham, 2003, p.xiii). Earlier research
reported in the "Coleman Report" analyzed the effects of instruction on student
learning and the results showed that "what schools and teachers did made little
difference in regard to student achievement" (Marzano, Pickering, & Pollock, 2001,
p.l). Thankfully, the research that has been conducted since then disputes this notion.
It has been determined that individual teachers can have a strong effect on student
achievement even if the school does not (Marzano, Pickering, & Pollock, 2001).
This is true even in low performing schools and it has been proven that the
"individual classroom teacher has even more of an effect on student achievement than
originally thought" (Marzano, Pickering, & Pollock, 2001, p ; 3).
After analyzing over 100,000 test scores of students across over a hundred
schools, the results of one study showed "that the most important factor affecting
student learning is the teacher" and the "results show wide variation in effectiveness
among teachers" (Wright et al, 1997,p. 63; Marzano, Pickering, & Pollock, 2001 p.
3). The implication of these findings is that the best way for schools to improve
31

student achievement in literacy is by increasing the effectiveness of our teachers. It
has been shown repeatedly that the quality of instruction by individual teachers is
closely connected to greater student achievement (Marzano, Pickering, & Pollock,
2001). If educators can pinpoint exactly what it is that effective teachers do in the
classrooms in which students learn to read and write proficiently and easily, these
effective strategies can be systematically shared and taught to other teachers.
In most instances, teachers do want their students to be successful and will do
what is necessary if they know that the results of their efforts will have a positive
effect on student learning. Teachers are results-oriented and are willing to change
their practice if they see the benefits for students. Furthermore, the type of instruction
provided by teachers and the specific type of activities that students are engaged in
every day determines student success in learning to read and write effectively (Owens,
2004).
As previously discussed, the five principles selected from the framework
developed by Allington (October, 2005) to assist schools in assessing their reading
and writing programs and practices in classrooms that will be analyzed in this study
include the following:
1. Students must read (one hour) and write (half hour) about real things every
day.
2. Teachers must demonstrate and explicitly teach active comprehension
strategies.
3. Teachers must model write and read daily to students.
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4. Students must be actively engaged in "thoughtful" literacy learning.
5. A relaxed, literate rich classroom environment must be provided for all
students; with easy access to many interesting, easy-to-read books and
magazines.
This literature review will be categorized into these five thematic areas.
Theme 1: Students Spend Time Reading and Writing about Real Things Every Day
For students to become good readers and writers, they must spend much time
engaged in these processes. If a person is to become proficient in any area practice is
critical. As in sports and the development of any skill, one must dedicate much time
and energy to that skill. It is even more important when learning to read and write
because the cognitive processes that are used develop slowly. Allington states that
"one gets good at reading by doing a lot of reading and one gets even better by doing
a lot more reading" (2002, p. 43). Furthermore, he found that time is an important
factor in many studies regarding classroom effectiveness in literacy. He states that
"teachers who allocate more time to reading and language arts instruction are the
teachers whose students show the greatest gain in literacy development" (Allington,
2002, p. 43). Teachers have found that by allotting large, consistent blocks of time
for reading and writing for students, students write more and become more proficient
(Carroll & Noelani-Kahuanui Christenson, 1995).
It is just as important for older students to read and write about real things

daily as it is for younger students. Schools in which students perform well, generally
have more time scheduled each day for real reading and real writing than schools in
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which students do not perform as well (Allington, 2003). It is important that students
are allowed to read and write with a personal purpose and meaning in mind (Fu &
Townsend, 1999). The amount of time "students are engaged in learning is the most
potent prediction of literacy learning" (Allington, 2002, p. 43). Students need many
opportunities to apply the skills and strategies that they are learning to their own lives
if they are going to become proficient. Writing becomes more creative for the student
when it "draws on a child's inner resources and imagination" (Fu & Townsend, 1999,
p. 409).
As we work to prepare students to be productive citizens we need to make
sure that how we teach reading and writing is relevant to real life. "The task of
preparing our students for real life in an overwhelming charge" (Topping &
McManus, 2002, p.17). An important part of a teacher's jobs today is to help students
develop a variety of strategies for "reading, listening to, and viewing all kinds of
information that is presented to them; for composing through writing and speaking;
and for knowing how to learn for a lifetime" (Topping & McManus, 2002, p. 17).
Excellent teachers must take every opportunity possible to make sure real-world
reading is part of the instructional program every day. Newspapers and magazine
articles are a rich source for relevant news that can lead to real life discussions.
There is much related research to support the relationship between amount of
time spent on reading and reading achievement (Taylor, Pearson & Peterson, 2003).
In spite of this, schools continue to be organized in such a way that children have
"little time to actually read and write" (Allington, 2002, p. 45). Recent data collected
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by National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) in regard to the number of
pages read by students each day in their classroom showed that "students who
reported reading more than 11 pages each day had the highest reading achievement
scores" and students "who read five or fewer pages a day had the lowest scores"
(Guthrie, Schafer, & Huang, 2001, p. 145). The more extensively students read, the
more progress they will make in fluency, vocabulary, and background information
and ultimately in reading comprehension (Stannovich & Cunningham, 1993; Pressley,
2000 p. 556; Taylor, Pearson & Peterson, 2003). For students to become better
readers they must "practice each day, with books you choose on your just-right
reading level" (Boushey & Moser, 2006, p. 11). It has been reported that students in
the top 10% read approximately 20 minutes a day (1.8 million words per year) and
students in the bottom 10% read one minute a day (8,000 words per year) (Mooney,
2004).
Besides having students just spend more time reading on their own, for
reading gains to occur students need "teacher support and guidance in a number of
areas, including choosing books that match students' interests and abilities, setting
specific goals and purposes for reading and responding to what they read" (Guthrie et
al.,2001,p.l50).
Providing a literacy block each day for students is important, but how the
teachers and children use that time is even more important. If students are not given
many opportunities to read about things that interest them, they may know how to
read but have little interest in reading for enjoyment or for information. There is a
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rising concern in regard to students - especially boys - who can read, but choose not
to do it. The National Endowment for the Arts (2004) conducted a survey in 2002
that "shows that the number of alliterates - people who can read but rarely choose to
do so—is on the rise" (Lehr & Osborn, 2005, p. 36).
Brian Cambourne (1992) and his colleagues have conducted research dealing
with student engagement over the last twenty years. They have concluded that one of
the most important principles of engagement deals with student interest in what is
being read. If the learner believes that what they are learning has some actual purpose
and value for them individually, they are more likely to engage deeply in the learning
(Cambourne, 1992).
A year long research project conducted with students in grades 2 and 3 in
which the teacher used self-regulated learning to help the students develop
independent approaches to reading and writing emphasized the need for students to
"develop skills and attitudes for engaging in intentional, self-regulated reading and
writing throughout their lives" (Perry & Drummond, 2002, p. 300) Throughout the
day it is important for teachers to read a variety of realistic materials to students and
students must be allowed to self-select books that interest them. For learning to occur
for our students it must happen "in the context of real life" (Owen, 2004, p. 4).
In effective literacy classroom there will be evidence that children read and
write all day (Allington, 2001; Pressley, et al., 2001). John Guthrie's research dealing
with reading achievement and time spent on reading for grade 4 students showed that
the number of hours per day spent reading was one of the greatest predictors of
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reading success (Guthrie, Schafer, & Huang, 2001). When students write every day
they develop into "thoughtful readers as well as thoughtful writers" (Allington &
Cunningham, 2003, p. 98). It is important for students to have structured time daily
for writing (Fletcher & Portalupi). One of the best ways to "become a better writer is
to practice writing each day" (Boushey & Moser, 2006).

Teachers are also

encouraged to spend time model writing every day. Donald Graves, who has had
much influence on the teaching of writing, was asked by a teacher if it would be good
to teach writing just once a week if that was all she could fit in. His response was,
"Don't bother. One day a week will teach them to hate it. They'll never get inside
writing" (Fletcher & Portalupi, 2001, p. 8).
Theme 2: Comprehension Strategies are Modeled, Taught, and Utilized
Before 1970, comprehension was considered to be mainly a set of "discrete
skills for students to practice and master" (National Reading Panel, 2000).

A

landmark study on reading comprehension in the 1970s focused on the results of
teaching and assessing specific skills such as finding the main ideas, topics, or
themes. The study concluded that such "instruction did little to help students learn
how or when to use the skills, nor did it promote comprehension" (Lehr & Osborn,
2005, p. 15). Because of these surprising findings, researchers were interested in
studying this area further to determine which comprehension strategies, if any, would
actually promote student learning.

To accomplish this, they studied what good

readers do to make meaning of the printed text. They found that good readers use
particular strategies that help them learn to "relate ideas in a text to what they already
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know; keep track of how well they are understanding what they read, and when
understanding breaks down, to identify what is causing the problem and how to
overcome it" (Lehr & Osborn, 2005, p. 15).
Critical Comprehension Strategies
In a study analyzing the practices of effective first grade classrooms
throughout the country, the explicit teaching of comprehension strategies was found
to be critical (Allington & Pressley, 2001). The strategies that make the biggest
difference in regard to reading achievement include: higher order thinking skills,
activating prior knowledge, relating ideas to text, questioning techniques, scaffolding,
exchange of ideas, thinking aloud, and conversations about reading. The Report of
the National Reading Panel (NRP, Teaching Children to Read, 2000) identified five
basic components necessary for an effective reading program: phonemic awareness,
phonics, vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension.

Pressley and Allington (2001)

have concluded that of these five components comprehension is by far the most
important factor.
Comprehension Definitions
Most definitions for reading comprehension involve some variation of having
the reader make meaning from text.

One example defines comprehension as

"intentional thinking during which meaning is constructed through interaction
between text and readers" (Lehr & Osborn 2005, p. 5). Another definition is that it is
the "construction of the meaning of a written text through a reciprocal interchange of
ideas between the reader and the message in a particular text" (Taylor, Pearson, &
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Peterson, 2003; Lehr & Osborn 2005, p. 5). The main idea in these and other
definitions of comprehension is that meaning comes from the thinking processes that
readers engage in as they read. Comprehension is the reason for reading.
When an individual reads, meaning is derived from the reader's prior
knowledge as they relate to the text they are reading (National Reading Panel, 2000).
The process that students go through when they read is even more complicated than
these definitions imply. The RAND Reading Study Group was asked by the U. S.
Department of Education to research and study issues related to literacy. As part of
their work they developed this definition for comprehension:

"the process of

simultaneously extracting and constructing meaning through interaction and
involvement with written language. It consists of three elements: the reader, the text,
and the activity or purpose for reading" (Lehr & Osborn, 2005, p. 15).
Higher Level Thinking Skills
A study was conducted with teachers and students in high poverty classrooms
who participated in a literacy reform project to determine if the explicit teaching of
comprehension strategies, including higher level thinking skills, improved reading
achievement in the students. After looking at all of the data the "most consistent
finding was that teachers who emphasized higher-order thinking skills, promoted
greater reading growth among the 9 targeted students" (Taylor, Pearson, & Peterson,
2 0 0 3 , p . 25). Research conducted by Lauren Resnick at the University of Pittsburgh

has determined that "thinking and problem solving will be the "new basics" of the 21 st
century" (Resnick, 1999, p. 39). In her work she found that students who had not
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been taught "a demanding, challenging, thinking curriculum do poorly on tests of
reasoning or problem-solving" (Resnick, 1999, p. 40).
Researchers have found that comprehension strategy instruction that focuses
too much on memorization can take away from the real purpose of reading - getting
meaning (Beck, McKeown, Hamilton, & Kucan, 1997; Duffy, 1993, Sinatra, Brown
& Reynolds, 2002; Lehr & Osborn, 2005). These researchers have concluded that
helping students think about the ideas and concepts in a text contributes more to
comprehension than memorization of facts.
Questioning and Student Discussion
Questioning techniques are effective in increasing understanding. In a recent
study it was determined that higher-level questioning matters (Taylor, Pearson &
Peterson, 2003). The more the teachers asked why questions, the higher the student
growth in reading. Another finding in this study indicated that routine practice on
skills is not beneficial and that the more time spent on explicit phonics, the lower the
growth in reading achievement. In this same study, students who were in class with a
teacher who used a highly teacher-directed approach and did not allow students to
engage in discussions with each other or in higher-level thinking skills showed less
growth in reading (Taylor, Pearson & Peterson, 2003).
When teachers ask why questions and ask the students what they are thinking
as they read passages together, meaning and understanding is enhanced.

When

students talk about their understanding of a particular text by thinking aloud with the
teacher or other students, they have been more effective in increasing understanding.
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Students "become more engaged in reading when they respond to and challenge one
another's interpretations" (Taylor, Pearson & Peterson, 2003, p. 24).
Literature circles are often used as a means to help students engage in
conversations about books and stories together to enhance their understanding. In
Literature Circles groups of students work together over a period of time to read and
interpret text together. The students read the same story, poem, article or book and
then "each member prepares to take specific responsibilities in the upcoming
discussion, and everyone comes to the group with the notes needed to help perform
that job" (Frey & Fisher, 2006, p. 133).
Scaffolding
Scaffolding is another strategy to improve comprehension.

It consists of

continuous teacher "monitoring with tailored re-teaching of kids who don't get it,
providing just enough support for them to make progress" (Pressley, 2002, p. 68).
Students must be taught to determine if what they are reading makes sense and how to
make adjustments when the reading is not making sense. It is important for teachers
to use scaffolding with students as they teach effective strategies for comprehension.
When teachers first teach a strategy they must model the strategy and then as the
students begin to demonstrate that they understand how to use it and know when it is
appropriate, the teacher should gradually release the responsibility for strategy use to
the students (Pearson & Gallagher, 1983; Taylor, Pearson & Peterson, 2003). This is

referred to as the Gradual Release of Responsibility Model and it is "a widely used
model of instruction that begins with explicit instruction of a skill or strategy then
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moves to guided instruction as students try it on for themselves" (Frey & Fisher,
2006, p. 5). As Margaret Mooney (2004) puts it, the experience for the student is to
go from the "safety of the known to the brink of the unknown giving a gentle nudge
into the safety of the new known without fear of failure or frustration".
Comprehension strategies can be taught through whole group instruction,
small group instruction, and individual instruction (Block & Pressley, 2002). A
framework for teaching comprehension strategies based on work by Duke and Person
(2002, pp. 208-209; Lehr & Osborn, 2005, p.26) include these six steps:
1. Select a text: an appropriate reading assignment.
2. Select the strategy: decide what strategy is best to understand the text.
3. Give a clear explanation: explain the strategy and why it is useful.
4. Model the strategy: demonstrate or think out loud how to use the strategy.
5. Support student practice: work with students to help them learn how and
when to use the strategy, discuss its use and provide feedback (scaffolding).
6. Have students apply the strategy: students will begin to use it on their own.
In summary, the most important strategies for teaching students to
comprehend what they read include:

higher order thinking skills, questioning

techniques, activating prior knowledge, relating ideas to text, scaffolding, exchange of
ideas and thinking aloud, conversations, and other collaborative strategies.
Theme 3: Teachers Model Write and Read Daily to Students

One of the best ways for students to learn how to read and write proficiently is
through teacher demonstration of reading and writing on a daily basis. More effective
42

teachers are "engaged in modeling and explanations to teach strategies" (Duffy et al.,
1987; Roehler & Duffy, 1984; Lehr, R, & Osborn, J., 2005, p. 16) and to help
students understand texts. A balanced literacy program that teaches a combination of
modeling, scaffolding and providing feedback to students is most effective (Pressley
et al., 2001).

"What all children need, and some need more of, is models,

explanations, and demonstrations of how reading is accomplished" (Allington, 2003,
p. 46). The interdependence of reading and writing strategies needs to be recognized
and reinforced in instruction (Owen, 2004). In a study of fifth grade students who
read stories and analyzed the writing techniques of the author, comprehension
improved. It was found that two strategies that improved student understanding of
what was read was the use of reading as a writing strategy and writing as a reading
strategy (Blackmore, H., 2002).
It is the responsibility of the teacher to determine the amount of support that
students need to make meaning out of the text and to engage in a dialogue with the
author and illustrator of the text (Owen, 2004). It has been found that children are
able to "perform skills beyond his or her independent level when assisted by a teacher
or more capable peer" and this is referred to as the Zone of Proximal Development
(ZPD) (Frey & Fisher, 2006, p. 5). Lev Vygotsky was a Russian psychologist who
developed the theory of the Zone of Proximal Development before 1934 and
educators are now reassessing and reinterpreting aspects of his work. He "defined
ZPD as the difference between the learner's actual level of development assessed
through independent problem-solving and the level of potential development

43

determined by various forms of assisted performance" (Du Toit, 2005, p. 104). When
teachers think aloud and model their own reading and writing before students are
asked to read and write, the teachers are extending the student's ZPD. Students begin
to learn what fluent reading sounds like and what constitutes good writing from the
teachers' modeling of the process (Glasswell, Parr, & McNaughton, 2003). When
complex thinking is modeled by teachers as students work on authentic assignments
students demonstrate a higher level of performance (Resnick, 1999). Teachers model
"the reading and writing processes by engaging in them while children observe"
(Allington & Cunningham, 2002, p. 47). When teachers demonstrate what a good
reader and writer does this "provides models which children can approximate and
refine according to their own stages of development as readers and writers" (Mooney,
1990, p. 23).
It has been found that there is a powerful effect when teachers go through the
writing process with students. "Nothing creates a supportive writing tone as when
you walk in the shoes of a writer yourself. When you take even a few minutes during
the day for your own writing, you give kids something they rarely see - a real adult
actually writing" (Fletcher & Portalupi, 2001, p. 26). In a study of one struggling
writer, it was found that if the student has limited experiences they will have limited
progress. It was found that this student needed more of an understanding of the
purposes for the teacher modeling of writing and how it connected to him (Glasswell,
Parr, & McNaughton, 2003). When the teacher shows or demonstrates how to do
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something as opposed to just explaining it, achievement goes up in reading and
writing (Taylor, Pearson, & Peterson, 2003).
The teacher is able to demonstrate and verbalize his or her thought processes
and the strategies that he or she uses as a competent reader and writer for the students.
This modeling can be done in whole or small group. Often teachers are unintentional
in their demonstrations. Children are always watching and learning so it is very
important that teachers demonstrate appropriate writing techniques and positive
attitudes about both reading and writing (Smith, F., 1981). Students and teachers
share the construction of meaning as they work through this process together.
Interactive writing allows students to write with the teacher. The teacher and the
children are able to determine the meaning of the text as they work together in this
process (McCarrier et al., 2000, Owen, 2004). The intent is to have the student learn
about the writing process from the teacher so they can then incorporate these
processes into their own writing.
Effective model writing is often done on chart paper or on an overhead and the
teacher can use a variety of methods to organize her writing. One way that is easy for
students to understand and do themselves is the drawing of a sketch. The teacher
begins by putting the letters T (topic), A (audience), and P (plan/sketch) vertically on
the top of the paper. Next a sketch is made that will organize what she is going to
write about. The teacher begins to write her story, thinking aloud and verbalizing her
thought processes as she puts her thoughts in words. Students read along silently and
often predict what she will be writing depending on the sketch. As the teacher writes
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about each picture she checks off the sketch. This is one way to organize the writing.
After the story is complete she will give it a title (topic) and talk to the student about
who the best audience (A) would be for the story. When students write with a
particular audience in mind the quality of their writing improves (Owen, 2004). Other
graphic organizers can be used first by the teacher and then by the students.
After the teacher demonstrates the reading and writing process, she moves into
shared reading and writing. The teacher may act as a scribe to write down the
students' thoughts. It is important for the teacher to take some time to talk to the
student and stimulate oral language to find the real story that the student wants to tell.
The teacher's role is to help the learner understand that the written text is the spoken
word written down (Owen, 2004). The writing can then be used as relevant reading
material for the student or others.

This process is the basis for the Language

Experience Approach to reading which is very effective for struggling readers and has
been used by master teachers since the 1970s.
The teacher then moves to the guided writing step. Here the teacher provides
support to ensure that the student is successful in his or her writing attempts.
Students are given the opportunity for independent writing. Students are sent to their
desk to write in their own draft book using a similar process, with the teacher
circulating and talking to the student to help generate ideas. As the students get older,
they are able to write longer stories over time. The writing is then published in a
more polished form as a story, poster, poem or letter. This type of writing takes time
so a writing block must be scheduled by the teacher every day. The "single most
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important thing you can do to help students become better writers is to provide them
with time to write, materials with which to write, and instruction that demonstrates to
them the importance of writing" (Allington & Cunningham, 2003, p. 98). The
research and writing of Donald Graves (1983) and others calls for the creation of
classroom conditions that "promote educative writing: time, choice, response,
modeling, and sharing" (Kara-Soteriou & Kaufman, 2002, p. 28).
Model Reading
This process is similar to reading. The teacher models good reading for the
students when she reads aloud to them. A study that explored the perceptions of
1,200 students regarding the characteristics of successful reading classrooms indicates
how students respond to being read aloud. It was found that the students "enjoyed
learning what good reading sounds like and getting ideas for independent reading,
learning new things together, learning new words, learning how to read hard texts,
and watching the teacher's strategy demonstrations" (Allen, 2003, p. 270).
The teacher is able to demonstrate fluency, expression, and the joy of a good
story when he or she reads aloud to the students. In reading sessions, the teacher is
the bridge between the author and the students. The students are able to observe a
competent reader and writer in their teacher and to begin to understand the benefits of
reading and writing.

In a study of 4th and 5th grade students with diverse

backgrounds who participated in a literature-based instructional program in which

teachers taught by modeling and scaffolding, exceptional gains were shown in student
performance on measures of reading ability (Ailing & Pearson, 2003). Even though
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it is the teacher doing the reading, it is the student who must do the thinking about the
content of the story or text. This is called shared reading.
Like in writing, the teacher then moves to the guided reading step. Here the
teacher provides support to ensure that the student is successful in his or her reading
attempts. Students are given the opportunity for small group and then independent
reading.
The most important components in regard to the modeling of reading and
writing instruction include the following:
•

Teachers model writing and reading daily

•

Teachers sharing their thought processes

•

Teachers sharing the strategies they use to read and write

•

Teachers showing the interdependence of reading and writing

•

Teachers providing a variety of large and small group instruction

•

Teachers sharing organizational techniques (sketch or graphic organizers)

•

Teachers providing opportunities for oral language and conversations between
teacher and students and between peers

•

Teachers insuring that student writing is published and used as authentic, real
reading material
Teachers must include shared, guided, and independent reading and writing in

their literacy instruction and help the students move through each stage using
demonstrations and appropriate support.
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Theme 4: Students are Actively Engaged in "Thoughtful" Literacy Learning
How best to connect students to learning has been a prime concern for
educators. For many years. Cunningham and Allington (2003) embrace what they
refer to as thoughtful literacy which promotes discussion, conversation, reflection,
and revision. Students who are actively engaged and interested in what they read and
write, enjoy it more and spend more time doing it.
Merging Together of Motivation and Thoughtfulness
Guthrie (2004) describes engaged reading as a merging together of motivation
and thoughtfulness.

When students are engaged in what they are reading they

understand it, enjoy it, and remember it. Often a reader will pause when he reads
something that grabs his attention. When this happens the reader is very engaged in
the text. He is "reading like a writer" and is reading as if he were the writer (Smith,
R, 1981).
Student motivation is an important factor in regard to student engagement in
reading.

Reading motivation has many dimensions and the three types that are

important to consider are: external motivation, internal motivation, and self-efficacy
(Guthrie & Humanick, 2004). External motivation is reading for prizes or rewards
supplied by teachers or peers. Internal motivation involves reading for joy and
interest. The reader feels that he will benefit in some way from the process. Selfefficacy involves how capable a student feels about himself as a reader.

These

students have a "can do" attitude about reading (Guthrie & Humanick, 2004).
Pressley has noted that teachers who provide good instruction have fewer discipline
49

problems and one of "the reasons to love effective literacy instruction is the
engagement it produces which leads to more harmonious classroom relations"
(Pressley, 2002, p. 13). He goes on to say that when teachers become very good
literacy teachers, "they seem to become agents of peace in children's lives" (Pressley,
2002, p. 13).
Knowledge Goals, Student Choices, Interesting Texts
To explore the possibilities of what motivates students to read, Guthrie and
Humanick identified "22 studies that experimentally compared conditions expected to
increase motivation with conditions not expected to increase motivation" (Guthrie &
Humanick, 2004, p. 331). Four classroom practices:

knowledge goals, student

choices, interesting texts, and collaboration; were found to have a major impact on
reading motivation and should be included in any long term instructional program
(Guthrie & Humanick, 2004).
Effect sizes were computed for each of these areas with an effect size of 0.72
for knowledge goals, 0.95 for student choices, 1.15 for interesting texts, and 0.52 for
collaboration. These effect "sizes were moderate to high, indicating that they were
substantially important instructional characteristics for improving reading, according
to existing criteria in the research literature" (Guthrie & Humanick, 2004, p. 332).
Collaboration
When students discuss what they read with their peers, comprehension and
understanding improves. "Collaborative reading provides students with opportunities
to make meaning of a text with their peers. When students read and discuss texts
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together, they apply comprehension strategies and support the understanding of others
(Frey & Fisher, 2006, p. 128). Frey and Fisher use the term collaborative reading to
describe partner reading, collaborative strategic reading, literature circles, and
reciprocal teaching. Common features of collaborative reading activities include:
students working in pairs or in small groups and guiding their own discussion. In
situations when students work together they understand more fully what is read and
meaning is enhanced.
Partner reading involves students working in pairs and is one of the strategies
used most often by teachers. When students are reading with a partner they usually
have a specific task to do and they answer questions together. Learners are most
attentive when working with one partner. They may also engage in echo reading in
which one student reads and then their partner reads back to him. In classrooms
where children were achieving, the students spent a good deal of time reading to
themselves and to others (Boushey & Moser, 2006).
Conceptual Themes/CORI
A successful approach to emphasizing content goals is to have students work
on a conceptual theme for several weeks. Teachers who use this approach allow
students to learn about topics that interest them and the students become more
actively engaged in the learning over time. Giving students choices in regard to what
they read, where they read, and how they react to the reading also increases

motivation and student engagement.

When students are allowed to self-select books

according to their own interests the desire to learn about the subject enhances the
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student's ability and the amount of effort he or she will put forth. The personal choice
of material by students has been shown to increase motivation and comprehension.
Therefore, it is crucial that students be presented with a variety of reading materials so
that they can decide for themselves what they will read.
Finally, providing chances for students to work together "during reading and
writing activities increases intrinsic motivation" (Guthrie, 2004, p. 346). In one study
it was found that when students were provided opportunities for "social collaboration
they achieved more highly in reading, language arts, and other subject matters than
students who did not" (Guthrie, 2004, p. 346) collaborate.
Many research studies have been conducted to determine the effect of
motivation on reading achievement. Guthrie et al. (2004) investigated the "extent to
which an instructional framework of combining motivation support and strategy
instruction (Concept Oriented Reading Instruction—CORI) influenced reading
outcomes for third-grade children (Guthrie, et al., 2004, p. 403). In CORI, five
practices were incorporated with six cognitive techniques to help students with their
reading comprehension. In the first study they compared CORI students who were
given Strategy Instruction (SI) without motivation support and in the second study
they compared CORI students to students given SI and to students provided with
traditional instruction (TI) without motivation support. "In both studies, class-level
analyses showed that students in CORI classrooms were higher than SI and/or TI
students on measures of reading comprehension, reading motivation, and reading
strategies" (Guthrie, et al., 2004, p. 403). Their view on student engagement suggests
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that by combining motivational and cognitive strategies in the teaching of reading
comprehension there will be an increase in student engagement and understanding
(Guthrie, et al., 2004).
Easy and Interesting Reading Material
Several studies show the need for students to have access to challenging, but
easy to comprehend, reading materials if they are to become skillful, engaged readers
(Chall, Jacobs, & Baldwin, 1990; Taylor, Pearson, & Peterson, 2005). It is especially
important for struggling students to have access to books that are of high interest and
low vocabulary to build confidence, engagement, and fluency. The interest in the task
and the difficulty of the task are key factors in determining student engagement
(Allington, 2003). Besides making sure that books are not too difficult, students must
also be presented with challenging texts that have a variety of vocabulary words,
sentence patterns, and structures to help them become more proficient and motivated.
The quality of instruction in the classroom depends on many variables ranging
from teacher ability to engage students and students' interest in instruction and their
own learning.

In other words, teachers must care about what happens in the

classroom and be willing to engage with students to achieve shared objectives. If
teachers begin to "ache with caring it will, perhaps, be possible for us to create
classroom communities within school communities in which writing matters because
it's done for real reasons by real writers who "ache with caring" for a real response"

(Fox, 1988, p. 124).
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Learning as an Active Endeavor
Learning is an active endeavor; therefore students must be actively engaged in
the process for true learning to take place. It is important for teachers to consider a
variety of instructional approaches to meet specific student needs and interests..
Student engagement can be promoted through the introduction of classroom activities
which require students to exercise higher-order thinking skills such as analysis,
synthesis, and evaluation. Active participation in reading, discussion, writing and
problem

solving

(Hativa,

2001)

enhances

engagement.

The

successful

implementation of these learning activities will "foster curiosity and the capacity to
manage one's own learning agenda" (Simons & Stern, 1997, p. 13).
Active learning has two dimensions (Simons & Stern, 1997): independent
learning and active working. Independent learning refers to student involvement in
making decisions about the learning process (e.g. choosing their own research topic or
book, evaluating peers' contributions in a group project and setting learning goals for
a task). Active working refers to "the extent to which the learner is challenged to use
his or her mental abilities while learning" (Simons, 1997, p. 19). Student engagement
increases when teacher demonstrations are appropriate and when students believe that
they are capable of learning (Smith, 1981).
Learning Styles, Intelligences and Skill Levels
Darling-Hammond and Falk (1997) concluded that research on schools that
have met high standards and maintained high retention rates with diverse student
populations have teachers who use certain, successful teaching strategies to engage
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students in the learning.

Teachers in these schools offer students challenging,

interesting activities and materials for reading and learning that foster thinking,
creativity, and productivity. They use a variety of instructional approaches to meet
the specific learning styles, intelligences and skill levels of their students. These
teachers allow students to make choices in their own learning experiences and engage
students in hands-on learning. Their instruction focuses on reasoning and problem
solving rather than just on recall of facts which makes students more engaged in the
learning (Darling-Hammond & Falk, 1997).
Deep Processing of Information
Through the process of being actively engaged in the learning, students are
mentally and emotionally involved in strategies that lead to higher achievement
(Craik & Lockhart, 1972). The authors identify an important distinction in the way
information is processed.

They refer to a deep processing of information with

elaboration of material that is to be learned by the students. Authentic learning and
engagement take place when students are given real world experiences that provide
opportunities for "challenge and self improvement, student autonomy, interest-based
learning, and social interaction" (Turner, 1995; Fang, 2005, p. 46).
In observations of twelve first grade classrooms, Turner found that "openended

literacy tasks are more likely to increase student engagement in learning

because they offer genuine choice, appropriate challenges, student control over

learning and opportunities for peer collaboration and meaning making" (Turner, 1995;
Fang, 2005, p. 30).
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Meaningful Engagement
These findings are supported by other works in which engaging students in
learning is described as the "heart of teaching" (Danielson, 2002, p. 107). A teacher's
ability to help students connect with the content determines whether "they grow to
love it or hate it, and the extent to which they come to see school learning as
important to their lives" (Danielson, 2002, pl07). Similarly, educational psychologist
Sternberg asserts that when teachers engage students in their work they offer "golden
opportunities for learning" (Sternberg, 1994, p. 146).
Gunter (1999) concurs that it is important that teachers connect with students
by providing frequent opportunities for learners to talk about and explain what they
understand both to the teacher and to other students. Also, whenever teachers want
to introduce new material, they should always ask the students what they already
know about the concept to activate their prior knowledge. This process helps to
provide understanding and connections for the learner as they become their own
"meaning makers" (Gunter, Estes, & Schwab, 1999, p. 365).
In considering available literature, the benefits of positive engagement in
thoughtful literacy activities include: an increase in personal satisfaction, a feeling of
success, higher achievement, and an increase in student self-esteem. Success breeds
success for students. In addition to this, learners will learn more depending on how
actively engaged they are with whatever new material they are trying to learn. This is
the law of meaningful engagement (Gunter, p. 365). This is especially important for
students who are learning to read and write. Experimental studies support the belief
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that when students are "deeply engaged in text interaction" their achievement in
reading comprehension increases (Guthrie & Humanick, 2004, p. 352). Students who
are actively engaged in their reading "spend 500% more time reading than disengaged
students" (Guthrie, 2004, p. 1). It is worth the effort to make sure students are
actively engaged in meaningful reading and writing activities because they will then
read more and achievement will improve.
Theme 5: Relaxed, Literate Rich Classroom Environments are Provided with Easy
Access to Many Interesting Easy to Read Books and Magazines
Student Choice and Classroom Set-up
For students to become successful readers and writers they must be immersed
in a literate rich classroom environment. A joint project of the Learning Research and
Development Center at the University of Pittsburgh and the National Center on
Education and the Economy developed a set of New Standards Primary Literacy
Standards. In this document the need for a "literacy-rich classroom environment in
which children are engaged in respectful discussion and authentic work" is
emphasized (National Center on Education and the Economy, 2004). Many
classrooms today are set up to manage student behavior so that teachers are able to
deliver a particular curriculum.

If teachers are to help their students become

competent, confident readers and writers, they must re-examine how they organize
and manage their classrooms. The emphasis must change from managing student

behavior to managing the time and set up of the classroom to best meet the needs of
the learner. The classroom "environment you create has a profound effect on the
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social, emotional, physical, and intellectual development of the children you teach"
(Schwartz & Pollishuke, 1992, p. 9). We must begin to "organize furniture and
materials to facilitate student learning and to encourage independence" (Owen, 2004,
p. 76).

Even though teachers may vary in the way they want to set up their

classrooms, the most important thing is to arrange their classrooms so that their
students can become a community of learners in a literacy focused environment
(Cooper & Kiger, 2003). "It is only by creating natural language environments in
which children are comfortable experimenting with written language that we can help
them become writers" (Newman, J. 1983, p.867).
Space
Space is often very limited so teachers must be creative in how they arrange
the furniture and equipment in a warm, inviting manner. The space in the classroom
must be organized to provide opportunities for whole group demonstration, for
learners to work in groups and individually, with materials at the student's level and
easily accessible (Owen, 2004). The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation education
reform strategies identified "small, personalized learning environments" as an
important component of successful schools (Daggert, 2005, p. 3).
A literacy classroom must be effectively organized and managed with careful
consideration given to these very important factors:
materials, books

available for

self-selection

easy access to books and

at appropriate levels, centers

for

independent student learning, and the development of a stress-free, relaxing
classroom atmosphere.
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Easy Access to Books for Self-Selection at Appropriate Levels
Teachers can begin "to build motivation by creating a literate classroom
environment rich in language and print" (Cooper & Kiger, 2003, p. 402). This type of
environment helps students grow together as a community of learners and authentic
learning is enhanced. It is critical that all learning areas in the classroom be easily
accessible to the children. This can be difficult for teachers to envision. A suggestion
for the teacher would be to walk around the room on her knees so she can see how
things look to the child. Pressley reports that book access was "reported as important
by the children who reported high motivation to read books they owned and ones
available to them in the classroom" (Pressley, 2002, p. 310). These students felt that
access to the books in the classroom was very important and that "classrooms filled
with books motivate literate interactions with them" (Fractor, Woodruff, Martinez, &
Teale, 1993; Morrow, 1992; Pressley, 2002, p.310).
Students need a large selection of books and reading materials to choose from
and these "choices should include books representing many genres, including picture
books, chapter books, narrative stories, biographies, and autobiographies, realistic and
science fiction, and informational texts on a wide variety of topics" (Frey & Fisher,
2006, p. 163). It is important to have non-traditional texts available for children such
as magazines, poetry books, comic books, student published books or web-based
articles. "Not surprisingly, the schools with the largest libraries also showed the
highest achievement levels, both nationally and internationally" (Smith & Elley,
1997, p. 67).
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In literate rich classroom there will be a variety of books and writing materials
at the child's level that are easy to read and interesting.

Opportunities will be

provided for students to read with each other and to share books and discuss their
opinions of the reading material. Personal choice is a key to motivate children to
become good readers. McLoyd (1979) conducted an experiment on choice with
second and third grade students. Students were randomly selected to be assigned a
book to read or to make a choice. There were a variety of genres and interest areas for
boys and girls. After either being assigned a book or choosing one, the students read
about 250 words of their books. They then were given a 10 minute free period in
which they could "do crossword puzzles, play Scrabble or a math game, or continue
reading the book. Time spent reading during this 10 minute free period was one
measure of intrinsic motivation" (Guthrie & Humenick, 2004, p.340), along with the
number of words read. Findings showed that students who were allowed to choose
their own books read for 5 minutes, reading an additional 440 words, whereas the
children who were assigned a book read for only 2 minutes, reading an additional 216
words. The authors indicated that "there was a significant advantage in motivation
for the choice condition" (McLoyd, 1979; Guthrie & Humenick, 2004, p.295).
Reynolds and Symons (2001) did a similar study in which they gave third
grade students a choice of which book to read. Some students were given three books
on three different topics and 2 minutes to preview and select a topic and others were
given the three books to look at but then were assigned one to read. Students were
then asked to answer questions by looking through the text. The students allowed to
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choose their book were 21% more accurate in their answers than the non-choice
students (Reynolds & Symons, 2001; Guthrie & Humenick, 2004, p.295).
Reading texts that are personally interesting to students increases motivation
for reading and comprehension. When students read texts that are interesting to them
they "report that reading such texts is enjoyable" and often want to continue reading
the books in their free time (Ainley, Hidi & Berndorff, 2002; Cordova & Lepper,
1996; Morrow 1992; Guthrie & Humenick, 2004, p.343).
To ensure that students become actively engaged in the text they are reading it
is important that the books they are reading are at the appropriate level for their
ability. Far too often students are reading at their frustration level. When this is the
case students become disengaged and frustrated. Allington (2003) implies that often
these students are better off staying at home, rather then coming to school and
experiencing frustration and failure as they attempt to learn to read.
Learning Centers
A literate environment must include a variety of learning centers and areas in
which the children can move about, make choices, and work throughout the day.
"Effective learning centers allow children opportunities to interact, share, and cooperate with each other. There is little pressure to compete with others because this
approach to learning emphasizes co-operation" ((Schwartz & Pollishuke, 1992, p. 56).
Students will learn to take risks and gain confidence in their own abilities and to

"become more self-motivated and independent and will begin to evaluate themselves
more critically" (Schwartz & Pollishuke, 1992, p. 56). Each learning center should
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have a particular focus. The areas in the classroom should include: "a library area, a
writing and publishing area, a listening, speaking and viewing area, a sharing area, a
creative arts area, a large group meeting area, and a display area" (Cooper and Kiger,
2003, p. 403). Suggestions for each of these areas will be discussed separately.
•

Classroom Libraries:

The main purpose of the classroom library is to

encourage and support independent reading. This area should include many
"books of varying levels and interests, books on tapes, books on CD-ROMs,
magazines, newspapers, brochures, and posters, all organized and displayed
attractively" (Cooper and Kiger, 2003, p. 406). It is also important to display
books that students have written and published themselves. Relaxed and
comfortable seating and lighting should be provided with lamps, chairs, bean
bags, or a sofa. Teachers may want to have books organized in baskets or bins
around a particular theme or topic.

It has been found that children in

classrooms with libraries and easy access to books at their level read much
more than those without libraries (Allington, 2003).
•

Writing and Publishing Area: this area should be a place that promotes and
encourages student writing. It is important to have a variety of writing papers
and writing utensils so students can publish their work in many different ways.
There should be a table with chairs and if possible a computer nearby. There
should be an area in which the students can keep their writing materials or
ideas, perhaps in a folder or crate. Students can go to the writing center to
write, meet with other students or the teacher, or to publish a final product.

62

•

Listening, Speaking, and Viewing area: this area is a place for students to go
to listen to books on tape or on a CD using headphones. Teachers may want
to put out specific books and tapes related to what the class is studying or
there could be many available for the students to self-select. It is important to
have blank tapes available so that students can record stories themselves as
they practice reading.

•

Sharing Area: as students read stories, write and publish their own work it is
important that they have the opportunity to share what they are learning with
other students. This can be done in the sharing area. There should be a table,
comfortable chairs, and places for the children to display their work.

•

Creative Arts Area: in this area students would be able to respond to their
reading and writing through art, drama, or music. Puppets, costumes, and
props could be in this area for students to use along with materials for art
activities such as painting and drawing.

•

Group Meeting Areas: It is important that the teacher have an area in which
she can work with small groups of students for guided reading and writing. It
would be important to have a whiteboard or chalkboard and other materials to
enhance the reading and writing lesson. Similarly, it is important to have an
area to bring a large group of students together for a model write or read. As
the students move throughout the day, they would go back and forth from
working in small groups, independently, and in large groups.
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When

meaningful opportunities are provided for students to move about the students
stay more focused and engaged in their learning.
•

Display Area: in this area students are encouraged to bring in items related to
the topics that they are studying. It could include photographs, magazine
articles, or posters to motivate students and help them learn more about the
areas of study. Teachers can also bring in items of interest. This area should
be changed often to stimulate ideas and discussion.

Relaxing Atmosphere
In order for children to learn to read and write successfully, the classroom
environment must be relaxed and stress free. A relaxed and comfortable reading
environment "reduces stress and increases the mind's ability to learn" (Carbo, 1997,
p. 31). The importance of a positive relationship between the teacher and the students
and among the students is critical. Boushey and Moser state that, "We believe
positive relationships are the first and most vital element in our children's learning
process. Meaningful learning requires respect between the teacher and students as
well as among the students themselves." (Boushey & Moser, 2006, p. 18).
Classrooms that are conducive for literacy instruction are similar in many
ways to a literate rich home environment. There will be subdued lighting provided by
a variety of lamps. In the reading center there will be comfortable chairs, cushions,
pillows, bean bags, couches or other comfortable seating options for the students.

The classroom will be organized so that students are able to move around freely to
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learning centers or specific learning areas. Relaxing, classical music is played to help
stimulate creativity.
Teachers must set up a process for students to complete their work, make
choices, and be held accountable as they learn to become self directed learners within
a literate rich classroom environment.

A student plan or planning sheet can be

developed so that students can monitor their own work throughout the literacy block.
These planning sheets and the process in which students complete their work must be
developed by the teacher in advance (Owen, 2004).
A literate rich environment is very motivating to students and provides
opportunities for students to engage in authentic reading and writing experiences that
they can share with the teacher and one another. Pressley notes that as he and his
colleagues have observed effective literacy classrooms they have wished that more
children could experience these types of classrooms, "not simply because the
classrooms are good for children's academic development but also because such
classrooms are warm, wonderful places" (Pressley, 2002, p. 13). He noted that
literate rich classrooms in which students are learning are fun and joyful places
(Pressley, 2002).
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CHAPTER m

METHODOLOGY AND PROCEDURES
Research Methodology
This qualitative case study investigates the critical components necessary to
improve literacy learning for all students. The researcher collected and analyzed
observations of teacher and student behavior in low performing and high performing
classrooms. The premise is that it is what the classroom teacher does minute by
minute in the classroom that makes the difference in regard to achievement in reading
and writing. The issues that were addressed include: how much time students read
and write, whether teachers teach and model active comprehension strategies, whether
teachers model write and read daily with students, whether or not students are
engaged in thoughtful literacy, and the type of classroom learning environment that is
provided for the students by the teacher.
Research Questions
1. Is there a difference in the amount of time spent on reading and writing, in the
high performing classrooms and in the low performing classrooms? If so,
how does the amount of time differ?
2. Is there a difference in regard to the explicit teaching of comprehension
strategies in the high performing classrooms and in the low performing
classrooms? If so, how does the instruction differ?

66

3. Is there any difference in regard to time spent on teacher modeling of reading
and writing in the classrooms of the high performing classrooms and the low
performing classrooms?

If so, how does the amount of time spent on

modeling differ?
4. Is there a difference in the amount of instructional time that students are
actively engaged in "thoughtful" literacy learning in the high performing
classrooms, and the low performing classrooms? If so, how do the types of
activities and the amount of time differ?
5. Is there a difference in the classroom environment and number of books and
magazines readily available for students in the high performing classrooms
and in the low performing classrooms? If so, how are the environments and
number of books different?
The subsequent procedures are explained in detail and include: sampling and
selections of participants, procedures and entry into the field„description of the
observation

protocol,

interview

questions

and

HSIRB

consent

letter,

conceptualization, data sources, data collection (including observations and
interviews), data analysis, data display; narrative report, and limitations. The methods
used here involve interviewing teachers, audio taping their responses, and direct
classroom observations.
Sampling/Selection of Participants

Purposeful sampling was used in the selection of participants. Creswell states
that the "idea behind qualitative research is to purposefully select participants or sites
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that will best help the researcher understand the problem and the research question"
(Creswell, 2003, p 185). In purposeful sampling the selection of participants and sites
includes four aspects: the setting, the actors, the events and the process (Creswell,
2003).
Three successful classrooms and three unsuccessful 4th grade classrooms
located in a large, urban school district in the Midwest were selected for the study.
They were chosen because they were best suited to contribute to the development and
understanding of the critical components to be analyzed in this case study in regard to
teacher instruction and student learning in reading and writing.
The classrooms were identified by the researcher in conjunction with the
Director of Elementary Schools for the school district. Six 4th grade classrooms were
identified; three in which the students performed very well on the MEAP English
Language Arts (ELA) test in reading and writing and three classrooms in which the
students performed poorly in these areas on the test for three years in a row. The
Director of Elementary Schools referred to the district results over the last three years
to select the teachers to be part of the study. Classroom teachers were informed that
they were chosen because of MEAP test scores.
The population of this Midwest school district consists of 22,340 students,
1,840 professional staff, and 1,045 support staff. The district has a free and reduced
lunch rate of 77% and 77% of their students are from minority groups. These figures
indicate that there are a high percentage of low income families living at the poverty
level residing within the district. The student participants consisted of six classrooms
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of fourth graders, ranging in age from ten to twelve.

There were six teacher

participants. The investigator invited selected teachers of fourth grade classrooms
within the district to participate in this study. To insure that all classrooms met the
criteria of the study the participants were selected from six different elementary
buildings.
The classrooms were located in schools with similar demographics and similar
socio-economic status and were all part of the same Midwest school district.
Therefore, district level involvement, teacher training, and professional development
and support were controlled to the greatest extent possible. The main difference in
the classrooms, at least demographically, was the achievement level of the students.
Therefore, what the teacher does on a daily basis in the classroom was the area to be
explored in the study.
Procedure/Entry into the Field
Arrangements for site visits were made through the building principals and
Director of Elementary Schools for the Midwest school district. The researcher met
individually with the Director of Elementary Schools and she identified the low
performing and high performing classrooms to be included in the study. The director,
principal, and each qualifying teacher were given the HSIRB letter describing the
study and the benefits therein to those who might be interested in being a participant
in the study. Those interested in participating in the study returned their signed letters

to the investigator.
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When the prospective participants were contacted by the investigator, the
purpose and scope of the study were reviewed and appointments made for
observations and interviews. Issues regarding informed consent were discussed in
detail at the beginning of the interview explaining that everything in the study would
be confidential. It was explained that there would be little or no risk to students or
teachers involved in the study. One teacher from a low performing classroom opted
out of the study after first participating in the two classroom observations and
interview.
After the classrooms were identified, the researcher observed each teacher
twice for a thirty-minute period during the language arts block of instruction. During
each classroom observation, the researcher made note of what the teacher and
students were doing each minute. The researcher analyzed how teachers do things
differently in the successful classrooms and in the unsuccessful classrooms.

A

Literacy Classroom Observation Protocol and Coding System were developed that
included four of the five critical components (themes) thought to be essential for
student success in literacy.

The fifth critical component deals with classroom

environment and student access to books and this was observed and reported on
during both observations on the Note Taking Form. These forms are attached in
Appendix A.
The researcher also conducted interviews before or after the classroom visits,
to collect additional data regarding each teacher's perspective for the five research
question. The questions and responses were divided into categories according to the
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five themes being analyzed and observed in the study. The overall purpose of the
interview was to determine if there was a difference in teacher awareness and
understanding of the critical components needed to improve literacy learning for all
students in the high performing and low performing classrooms.

The Interview

Protocol is attached in Appendix B.
The researcher met the requirements of the Human Subject Institutional
Review Board (HSIRB) and obtained the written consent of each participant. To
comply with the approval of the HSIRB, the researcher revised the Interview Protocol
to include a statement of closure in which the participants were informed that they
were selected to be part of the study because of high or low test scores on the ELA
section of the MEAP test. The letter was developed and approved by the HSIRB for
the teachers explaining the study and stating that any risk is minimal. The approval
letter and the HSIRB letter are attached in Appendix C.
Conceptualization
The diagrams below (Figure 1 and Figure 2) are visual representations of the
study. The key components of the study are listed on the outer boxes and the
achievement level of the students on the ELA section of the MEAP test is in the
center of the diagrams.
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A relaxed, literate
rich classroom
environment is
provided for
students with
access to many
books.
Students read &
write about
real things
every day.

High MEAP
ELA
Scores
Components
Present in High
Performing
Classrooms

Students
are engaged in
thoughtful
literacy
learning
activities.

Teachers teach
and model active
comprehension
strategies.

Teachers
model reading
and
model writing
daily with
students.

Figure 1: Components Present in High Performing Classrooms
Each critical component of the study is listed on the outside boxes of the
diagram in Figure 1. It was expected that these would be present in the classrooms in
which the students performed well on the ELA section of the MEAP test for three

consecutive years.
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A relaxed, literate
rich classroom
environment is
provided for
students with
access to many
books.
Students read &
write about
real things
every day.

Low MEAP
ELA
Scores
Components Not
Present in Low
Performing
Classrooms

Students
are engaged in
thoughtful
literacy
learning
activities.

Teachers teach
and model active
comprehension
strategies.

Teachers
model reading
and
model writing
daily with
students.

Figure 2: Components Not Present in Low Performing Classrooms
Each critical component of the study is listed on the outside boxes of the
diagram in Figure 2. It was expected that these would be present to a lesser degree in
the classrooms in which the students performed poorly on the ELA section of the
MEAP test for three consecutive years.
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Three 4th grade teachers whose students performed well and three 4th grade
teachers whose students did not perform well on the ELA section of the MEAP test in
reading and writing for three consecutive years were observed on two occasions. The
six teachers were also interviewed individually in regard to each of the five
components. The premise is that the successful teachers will consistently make use of
the five components for good literacy instruction on a regular basis and that the
teachers whose students are not successful will make use of them to a lesser degree.
Data Sources
Students and teachers were observed during two thirty-minute reading and
writing sessions. A Classroom Observation Tool was developed, using the Arizona
Reading First Program (WestEd, 2004) as an example, to collect data. The tool was
adapted to the five specific literacy principles to be considered in the study and was
called the Literacy Classroom Observation Protocol.

The Literacy Classroom

Observation Protocol included the Note Taking Form, and a Coding System.
Data was collected every minute on the Literacy Classroom Observation
Protocol for each 30-minute classroom visit and notes were recorded on the Note
Taking Form. The coding system was used as necessary. Teachers were interviewed
personally regarding the techniques that they utilize to engage students in the five
critical components of effective literacy instruction before or after the first or second
classroom observation.
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Data Collection
The data collection steps included setting the boundaries for the study,
collecting information through observations and interviews, and developing the
protocols for recording the information. Prior to observations and interviews, the
researcher studied proper protocol for conducting observations and interviews. To
preserve the professionalism and neutrality of the interviewer, consistent wording for
the interviews during the introduction, transitions, and closing were developed for the
Interview Protocol. These procedures were followed for each interview.
Observations
Observations lasted for thirty minutes and were conducted twice during a one
month period. Teacher and student behavior were noted in regard to the first four
critical components for literacy instruction.

The fifth component dealt with the

classroom environment and the researcher noted which, if any, components of a
positive literate environment were present in the classrooms on each observation date.
Data was clearly sorted out and categorized into the five themes of the study. Data
was collected when students were working independently, with cooperative groups or
when they were engaged with the teacher in small group, large group, or one on one
instruction; to determine how much time is actually spent reading and writing about
real things each day.
Data was also collected when teachers were teaching the whole class.

Particular attention was paid to what the teacher was actually doing during the
instructional period: modeling reading or writing, teaching comprehension strategies,
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or engaging the students in thoughtful literacy learning. In addition, the researcher
made note of the specific instructional strategies taught for each area.
Detailed notes were recorded in regard to the classroom atmosphere in each
classroom during the two observations. It was noted whether or not the atmosphere
was relaxed and literate rich, with easy student access to books and materials.
Furthermore, it was recorded if the participants were disengaged or were not involved
in any instructional practice or activity associated with literacy learning.

The

classroom environment was observed and recorded on the Note Taking Form.
Interviews
Teachers were interviewed one-on-one using a questionnaire with ten openended questions to allow for in-depth, thoughtful responses on the techniques that
they utilize to engage students in the effective literacy components. The overall
purpose of the interview was to determine teacher awareness of, understanding of,
and use of the five themes being considered in the study.
An Interview Protocol was developed which included: a heading, instructions
to the interviewer, an opening statement, and a closure statement. The key questions
and space for recording comments, responses to each questions, and reflective notes
were included on the Interview Protocol. The researcher recorded the information
from the interviews using handwritten notes and an audio tape recorder. Interviews
lasted no longer than one half hour. Teacher interviews took place during the spring
of 2007. The following are the questions that were included in the teacher interviews:
1. How do you set up your literacy block each day, including time frames?
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a. How much time is devoted to reading each day?
b. How much time is devoted to writing each day?
2. Are students given opportunities to self select books that interest them?
3. What, if any, specific comprehension strategies do you teach your students?
a. When and how do you teach them?
4. Explain what types of questions you ask your students about reading
selections and give an example.
5. Do you model the writing process for your students and if so, how often do
you do it?
6. Do you model the reading process in your instruction and if so, when and how
often do you read to your students?
7. Elaborate on the opportunities provided for collaboration, interaction and
discussion between teacher and student and among peers in regard to reading
selections.
8. Do you use specific themes in reading and how do you make sure that students
are reading in a text that they find interesting?
9. Is a literate rich environment important for students and how do you establish
it? Please explain.
10. What do you do to determine your students' reading levels and how do you
make sure that you have reading material available at their level?
Data were collected on the Classroom Literacy Observation Protocol, the Note
Taking Form and on the Interview Protocol for later transcription, analysis, and
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interpretation.

An audio tape recorder was used to record the responses to the

Interview Questionnaire which were later typed up in a separate document for
analysis. Data was stored in a locked file in the principal investigator's office and
will remain locked and stored for three years. At that time the data will be destroyed.
Data Analysis
After the data were collected, the results were organized according to the five
themes included in the study.

A detailed description of the case was compiled

depicting the participants in the study, the sites, and the activities. Creswell states
that analysis of data "consists of making a detailed description of the case and its
setting" (Creswell, 2003, p. 153). The researcher analyzed the multiple sources of data
to determine the evidence noted for each of the themes being analyzed. Each theme
was an identified category in which the data was collected, organized, and analyzed.
To be clear, a category is referred to in this study as a unit of information composed
of events, happenings, and instances.
This qualitative case study investigated the critical components necessary to
improve literacy learning for all students. The researcher collected and analyzed
observations of teacher and student behavior in low performing and high performing
classrooms. This was basically a multiple case study of six classroom teachers that
are grouped into two categories: three successful and three unsuccessful in regard to
student performance on the ELA section of the MEAP test in reading and writing.
The premise was that it is what the classroom teacher does minute by minute in the
classroom that makes the difference in regard to achievement in reading and writing.
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During the process of data analysis, the researcher attempted to derive trends
and identify important points in regards to the premise of the study from the text
collected and made an interpretation of the larger implications of the data. The coded
data was categorized using the five themes and compared to determine if there was a
difference in the two groups that was supported by the collected notes and data.
Patterns and relationships between categories were reviewed and analyzed to illicit
specific trends. Naturalistic generalizations were developed after analyzing the data
so that other researchers or educators might learn from this case.
Continual reflection was necessary as the data was recorded and analyzed.
Questions were asked and memos were written throughout the study noting particular
observations and understandings.

The responses to the open-ended questions

supplied by participants were described, analyzed, compared, and evaluated to
provide an understanding of the high performing and low performing teachers' beliefs
and thoughts in regard to literacy instruction.
The method advanced by Corbin and Strauss for qualitative case study
research involves a detailed description of the observations and individual interview
responses followed by an analysis of the data for the five themes (Creswell, 1997).
The data collected was thoroughly examined to obtain a "general sense of the
information and to reflect on its overall meaning" (Creswell, 2003 p. 191). The
researcher looked for the general ideas and tone of the ideas from the participants and
began to make notes and record thoughts about the data organized around the five
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themes. The general impression of the overall depth, credibility, and use of the
information in each category was analyzed and presented in Chapter IV.
Next the coding process was used to tabulate and analyze the collected data.
The coding process involved organizing the data into categories before analysis.

As

mentioned previously, the data was placed into five categories according to the five
themes of literacy being considered. Topics that related to each other were grouped
together in categories for consistency and organizational reasons. The coding process
was also used with the data collected on the Classroom Literacy Observation
Protocol. This information was tabulated and presented in tables.
Data Display
The data collected for the five research questions was displayed in tables
within the narrative report. The data was grouped together by low performing and
high performing classroom teachers. A brief description of how this was tabulated is
described beneath each research question below.
1. Is there a difference in the amount of time spent on reading and writing in the
high performing classrooms and in the low performing classrooms? If so,
how does the amount of time differ?
The amount of time spent on reading and writing was noted on the Classroom
Literacy Observation Protocol and also discussed with teachers during the interview.
The number of checks for each one minute period that was checked off on the
protocol for time spent on each area was tabulated and presented in Table 1.
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Information gathered from the interview and note taking form was presented in
narrative form.
2. Is there a difference in regard to the explicit teaching of comprehension
strategies in the high performing classrooms and in the low performing
classrooms? If so, how does the instruction differ?
In a similar manner the frequency of time spent teaching comprehension
strategies was tabulated from the Classroom Literacy Observation Protocol and
presented in Table 2. Information gathered from the interview and note taking form
was presented narrative form.
3. Is there any difference in regard to time spent on teacher modeling of reading
and writing in the classrooms of the high performing classrooms and the low
performing classrooms?

If so, how does the amount of time spent on

modeling differ?
Teacher modeling of reading and writing was noted on the observation
protocol by the minute. For each one minute period in which the teacher was
modeling reading or writing a check was made on the Classroom Literacy
Observation Protocol. The number of minutes spent on each area was tabulated and
presented in Table 3. Observations noted on the Note Taking Form were presented in
narrative form. The importance of teacher modeling was also discussed with teachers
during the interviews. Information gathered from the interviews was presented in
narrative form.
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4. Is there a difference in the amount of instructional time that students are
actively engaged in "thoughtful" literacy learning in the high performing
classrooms, and the low performing classrooms? If so, how do the types of
activities and the amount of time differ?
Student engagement in thoughtful literacy learning activities was noted on the
Classroom Literacy Observation Protocol and Note Taking Form. For every minute
the students were actively engaged in thoughtful literacy, a check was made on the
Classroom Literacy Observation Protocol. The total number of checks for each area
were tabulated and presented in Table 4.

Student engagement was also discussed

with teachers during the interview. Information gathered from the observations and
interviews were presented in narrative form.
5. Is there a difference in the classroom environment and number of books and
magazines readily available for students in the high performing classrooms
and in the low performing classrooms? If so, how are the environments and
number of books different?
The items listed on the Classroom Literacy Observation Protocol and Notetaking Form were checked off during the observations and if they were present in the
classroom it was noted with a yes. If not, a no was indicated. During the interview
process the importance of these factors in the classroom was discussed with each
teacher. The presence of these items was discussed in the narrative along with the
teacher's opinion regarding the importance of this type of environment to student
learning.
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Narrative Report
A narrative report was written to thoroughly explain the findings of the
analysis. A detailed discussion of the five themes was provided with possible subthemes. Specific examples and illustrations were provided in the discussion of the
themes. Descriptive information was provided about each classroom involved in this
multiple case study. The report from this study will be organized according to the
parameters cited in regard to writing narratives for case studies (Creswell, 1997, p.
186-189). It is mentioned that there are no standard formats "for reporting case study
research" (Creswell, 1997, p. 186). Therefore, these are the parameters that will be
utilized by this researcher:
1. The writer will begin with a summary of this multiple case study so the reader
can get a feeling for the time and place of the study.
2. There will be an extensive description of the classroom observations from the
six teachers with data from the Literacy Classroom Observation Protocol
presented in tables in Chapter IV.
3. There will be a written description of the observations written on the Note
Taking Form for 30 Minute Classroom Visits for each teacher in Chapter IV.
4. Teacher responses to the interview questions will be presented along with
quotes and specific responses from the participants in Chapter IV.
5. A summary of what the researcher understands about the case will be

presented with a discussion regarding whether or not the five themes are more
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apparent in the successful classrooms and less apparent in the unsuccessful
classrooms in Chapter V.
6. The writer will conclude with a note to remind the reader that this report is
only one person's experience with the critical literacy components necessary
to improve literacy learning for all students.
Limitations
As in all research studies, this qualitative research study may have some
limitations. A limitation is an aspect of a study that the researcher knows could
influence the results of the study (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2000). However, this is
something that he or she does not have any control over. There are several factors
that could be considered limitations to this study. First, there is the possibility of
errors in the data entry of the codes and test scores. There were also limitations when
it came to time, money and the possibility that the findings could be subject to a
different interpretation by a different researcher. Depending on the results of this
research study, and due to these limitations, further research may be warranted.
The researcher is the main instrument for data collection so it is important to
acknowledge that some bias may exist. The researcher in this multiple case study is
not a neutral person. She brings her own thoughts and prior experiences with literacy
instruction to the study. She has spent 37 years in public education as a reading
consultant, curriculum director, early childhood coordinator and elementary principal
which influence her thinking. She has a Master's Degree in reading and a strong
background in reading instruction along with a Specialist degree in Educational
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Leadership. She has spent most of her career working directly or indirectly with
reluctant readers both at the college level and at the public school level.
While the work of many literacy researchers and experts have been studied
and reviewed for this case study, the researcher has spent several years working with
the Literacy Learning in the Classroom model. She spent six years at one elementary
school in which all staff were trained in this model and provided with regular, on-site
follow up and support. The school became a Learning Network school and a true
learning organization. These personal experiences as an educator have been vast and
will therefore influence her perception of the results achieved in this study.
Summary of Methodology
This chapter has presented an overview of the methods and procedures that
were used in the development of this qualitative research project. The design of the
project was a multiple case study which involved observing and interviewing three
high performing and three low performing 4th grade teachers.

Transcripts,

recordings, and notes were organized using the five themes of the study.

The

procedures used are explained in detail and include: sampling and selections of
participants, procedures and entry into the field, descriptions of the observation
protocol, interview questions and HSIRB consent letter, conceptualization, data
sources, data collection (including observations and interviews), data analysis, data
display, narrative report, and limitations of the study. The methods used involved
interviewing six 4th grade teachers, audio taping of the interviews, note taking, and
direct classroom observations. The results of the study are presented in Chapter IV.
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CHAPTER IV

RESULTS
Purpose
The purpose of this multiple case study was to discover, describe, and
understand the critical components to improve literacy learning for all students. The
central focus of the study involved looking at principles for classroom instruction in
reading and writing that are essential for students to become good readers and writers
based on the work of Dr. Richard Allington and Dr. Patricia Cunningham. These
principles are: the amount of time students spend on reading and writing each day,
the explicit teaching of comprehension strategies, modeling writing and reading daily,
student engagement in thoughtful literacy learning, and literate rich classroom
environments. The premise is that it is what the classroom teacher does day by day,
minute by minute in the classroom among other factors that makes the difference in
regard to student success.
The results of the research findings and an analysis of the data gathered from
the classroom observations and personal interviews

included in this multiple case

study are presented in this chapter. Questions asked in the interviews were openended so participants could elaborate on their views regarding each theme, some of
which is included in this section to supplement the data, collected between April 2007
and June 2007 The information is organized thematically using the five critical
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literacy principles listed above. An effort was made by the researcher to remove
unnecessary information along with irrelevant, repetitive, and overlapping data.
Research Questions
When analyzing the data from the Classroom Observation Literacy Protocol,
the Note Taking Form (Appendix A), and the Interview Protocol (Appendix B), this
multiple case study attempted to answer these research questions:
1. Is there a difference in the amount of time spent on reading and writing, in the
high performing classrooms and in the low performing classrooms? If so,
how does the amount of time differ?
2. Is there a difference in regard to the explicit teaching of comprehension
strategies in the high performing classrooms and in the low performing
classrooms? If so, how does the instruction differ?
3. Is there any difference in regard to time spent on teacher modeling of reading
and writing in the classrooms of the high performing classrooms and the low
performing classrooms?

If so, how does the amount of time spent on

modeling differ?
4. Is there a difference in the amount of instructional time that students are
actively engaged in "thoughtful" literacy learning in the high performing
classrooms, and the low performing classrooms? If so, how do the types of
activities and the amount of time differ?
5. Is there a difference in the classroom environment and number of books and
magazines readily available for students in the high performing classrooms
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and in the low performing classrooms? If so, how are the environments and
number of books different?
Participants
Six classroom teachers were identified to participate in the study with the
assistance of the Director of Elementary Instruction. A letter of support for the study
is attached in Appendix D. Three 4th grade classroom teachers were identified whose
students performed very well on the English Language Arts section (reading and
writing) of the MEAP test and three 4th grade classroom teachers whose students
performed poorly on the ELA section of the MEAP test. The classrooms identified
have a similar percentage of students who qualify for free and reduced lunch and a
similar percentage of students from diverse backgrounds within the school district.
An informational letter was sent home to parents with each student in the classrooms
explaining that the researcher would be in the classroom observing during literacy
instruction. This letter is attached in Appendix E.
The Four Block instructional program for English Language Arts instruction
has been adopted by the district for all of the elementary schools. The Four Block
instructional model specified how much time teachers must spend on reading and
writing each day. Time is allotted for guided reading, working with words, selfselected reading, writing and conferencing. All six of the 4th grade teachers included
in this case study use this approach for reading and writing instruction. In addition,
all of the teachers use the Houghton Mifflin reading program for language arts
instruction.
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In the selected classrooms, the researcher observed and interviewed each
teacher to determine how these five critical literacy principles (themes) are utilized by
the teachers in the successful and unsuccessful 4th grade classrooms. Time was spent
talking with the each teacher to develop a rapport. Each teacher was observed twice
for a thirty minute period during which the Classroom Literacy Observation Protocol
was completed.

There were thirty aspects of instruction listed on the protocol for

each area being noted. Each minute a box was checked off indicating which of the
items listed on the protocol were being taught by the teacher. There was a similar
section for four of the themes listed on the protocol. The fifth theme that deals with a
relaxed, literate rich environment and easy access to books and magazines was
reported on the Note Taking Form during each observation. These forms are attached
in Appendix A.
The researcher interviewed each classroom teacher individually. Five of the
six teachers' responses were recorded on an auditory tape. Their responses to each
question were also hand written by the researcher on the Interview Protocol. One
teacher preferred not to be recorded on an audio tape so the researcher carefully wrote
down her responses to each question. The interviews allowed the researcher to delve
deeper into the views and beliefs of each teacher regarding these five themes. One of
the low performing teacher invited the researcher to observe in her classroom and she
participated in the interview. She decided to opt out of the study after the interview.
The data and other information from the observations and interview with this teacher
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were destroyed. Because of this situation another teacher, who met the criteria for the
study, was contacted, observed, and interviewed.
Presentation of Data
The teachers from the high performing classrooms were identified as Teacher
1, Teacher 2, and Teacher 3. The teachers from the low performing classrooms were
identified as Teacher 4, Teacher 5 and Teacher 6. The teachers were grouped together
in this way for the presentation and interpretation of the data from the Literacy
Classroom Observation Protocol and the Note Taking Form. Notes from individual
classrooms will also be reported if they are unique and pertinent to the study. Teacher
responses will be grouped together in the same manner from the teacher interviews
which will include specific quotes and comments reported by individual teachers
according to the 5 themes.
Theme 1: Students Spend Time Reading (an hour) and Writing (a half hour) Daily
Observation Notes - High Performing Teachers 1, 2, and 3
During the classroom observations the students were observed spending time
on reading and writing in each classroom. In two of the classrooms, time was spent
on writing in response to two stories that were read by the students about how young
people can help older people. Teachers circulated in the classroom and provided
assistance and positive feedback with comments such as "I see you remembered to
indent and to underline the title." After reading aloud students were asked to read the
last page silently and to re-read the last two sentences and then to write a sticky note
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about how the character was feeling.

After this process, the students were asked to

write 3 or 4 sentences in three minutes as a summary of what has happened so far in
the book.
Both teachers had the students predict what was going to happen in the text
and then read to find the correct answers to specific questions. There was much
discussion during the reading time about the feelings and thoughts about the
characters in the story. Students were able to react and relate to the text. The teachers
had the students involved in reading aloud, reading silently, and reading together. At
the end the teachers re-capped what had been read aloud and instructed the students to
finish reading the page silently for a specific purpose.
In the third classroom the students were instructed to get out their writing
binders and to find the next blank page. The teacher explained that they were going
to be working on "editing sentences" using text from Stone Fox which they had read
together for their reading lesson. For the writing lesson the teacher reviewed the
fables they had written about certain animals. They worked on their final version of
this to be copied on special papers with a picture of the animal they wrote about on
the top of the form.

Observation Notes - Low Performing Teachers 4, 5, and 6
All of the low performing teachers made use of worksheets on the overhead to
read with the students. Students were asked to read it to themselves and then aloud
one at a time. One story was about Pecos Bill and students were asked to identify the
genre. There was much round robin reading in all three classrooms and the text
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appeared too difficult for many of the students. In round robin reading, the students
read aloud to the teacher in a small group with one student reading at a time. One of
the teachers taught a lesson on personal narrative writing using the overhead and a
graphic organizer. The lesson involved the teacher talking and students listening.
The reading lesson involved an introduction to cross text comparisons using two
stories. For writing, this teacher had the students work on their cursive writing and
vocabulary words. There was some discussion about the meaning of the words from
the story Sarah Plain and Tall which they had read previously.

Literacy Classroom Observation Protocol
In the table below the summary of minutes spent on reading and writing are
recorded for both observations. The teachers in the high performing classrooms gave
the students a total of 35 minutes of reading time and a total of 20 minutes of writing
time. The teachers in the low performing classrooms gave the students a total of 19
minutes of reading time and a total of 17 minutes of writing time. Students were not
given opportunities to self-select books in any of the six classrooms. Teachers did not
provide support to students in selecting books in any of the six classrooms. The data
are presented in the following table.
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Table 1: Summary of Literacy Classroom Observation Protocol for Theme 1
Teacher
1

Teacher
2

Teacher
3

Totals
1,2,3

Teacher
4

Teacher
5

Teacher
6

Totals
4,5,6

Opportunities
to Read

12

17

6

35

8

4

1

19

Opportunities
to Write

0

3

17

20

0

7

10

17

Self Select
Books

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

Teacher
Support

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

Interview Questionnaire Responses for Theme 1
How do you set up your literacy block each day, including time frames? How much
time is devoted to reading each day? How much time is devoted to writing each day?
Interview Responses - High Performing Teachers 1, 2, and 3
All three high performing teachers responded that they do the district required
"4 Blocks" program every day and use the Houghton Mifflin basal reader series. The
classroom set up for this program includes a Language Arts block with predetermined amounts of time spent on the four main areas: 20 - 30 minutes of
Working with Words, 45 minutes of Guided Reading, 20 - 30 minutes of SelfSelected Reading and a 45 minute Writing Block. Depending on schedules some of
the teachers teach their language arts block in the morning and some in the afternoon.
Teacher 1 indicated that she follows these guidelines precisely. Teacher 2
commented:
We usually start with reading and we have about 10 minutes dedicated
to background knowledge and vocabulary building. Then we have
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about 20 minutes of actual reading & we try to vary with independent
reading and choral reading.

Then there is usually 5 - 1 0 minutes at

the end when we would do some kind of culminating activity. The
writing block is about 45 minutes. We do a mini-lesson for about 10 15 minutes and some modeling writing.
Teacher 3 commented that:
Usually it is a half hour on reading but as you get to the older children
we spend more like 40 - 45 minutes on reading and 40 - 45 on the
writing block. The Working with Words section is 1 5 - 2 0 minutes
and I have students do the Self Selected Reading every day. With the
self selected reading and writing you are supposed to conference with
the children so I try to meet with them and discuss what they are
reading and writing.
Interview Responses - Low Performing Teachers 4, 5, and 6
All three low performing teachers responded that they also do the district
required 4 blocks program every day. They also used the Houghton Mifflin basal
reader series because it is required by the district. The classroom set up for this
program includes a Language Arts block with pre-determined amounts of time spent
on four main areas: 20 - 30 minutes of Working with Words, 45 minutes of Guided
Reading, 20 - 30 minutes of Self-Selected Reading and a 45 minute Writing Block.
Depending on schedules some of the teachers teach their language arts block in the
morning and some in the afternoon.
94

Teachers in this group did not seem to follow the plan laid out by the district
as closely. Teacher 4 commented that,
I plan by the week. The longer you do something the more your time
pacing comes naturally. Typically I start my morning with seat work
and then working with words for 30 minutes and then my reading for
an hour and 15 and then my writing is about an hour. That is my full
morning.
Teacher 5 indicated that she does the Four blocks method and that she "has to
use the Houghton Mifflin reading program." The participant explained that what she
usually does is to introduce the story to the class and review the work done earlier in
the week:
I review what the theme is and the story and talk about the genre first.
I explain how it is connected to the theme and to the previous
selections. I let the students know what reading strategy we should be
using this week whether it's predicting, monitoring, clarifying details
so we'll discuss that. I have a teacher read a loud that I'll use to model
the strategy that we are going to zero in on for that week. I make
flashcards for my kids for each story -word on one side and definition
on the other and we might play a jeopardy game.
Teacher 6 reported that she follows the district Four Block instructional
program that is listed above. This teacher makes sure that she conferences with each
child during self selected reading to check for comprehension. She noted that she
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sometimes included her science or social studies instruction in the guided reading
period.

Summary of Theme 1
In the actual classroom observations, the three high performing teachers
devoted a total of 35 minutes to reading and a total of 19 minutes to writing and the
three low performing teachers devoted a total of 20 minutes to reading and a total of
17 minutes to writing. In numerous studies it has been found that when teachers allot
more time to reading and writing instruction, achievement goes up (Allington, 2002).
The more extensively students read and write the more progress they will make
(Guthrie, Schafer, & Huang, 2001). These findings have been substantiated in this
case study.
The low performing teachers were observed having their students do more
round robin oral reading out of text that appeared too difficult. The high performing
teachers were observed providing more support for the students as they read. They
also spent more time having students read silently for answers to specific questions.
It has been shown in many studies that students make the greatest gains in reading
when teachers provide a purpose for reading and assist them in choosing books that
match both their interest and reading level (Guthrie et al., 2001). Consistent with
these findings, the high performing teachers in this study were observed providing

this support and the low performing were not. The importance of assisting students in
finding the appropriate level was initially researched by Lev Vygotsky who developed
the Zone of Proximal Development (ZDP) theory before 1934 (Frey & Fisher, 2006).
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Educators are now reassessing and reinterpreting aspects of his work as it relates to
reading and writing.
In the interviews, the teachers in both the high performing and low performing
classrooms reported that they devote between one hour and 45 minutes to one hour
and 25 minutes to reading every day. They also report that they spend 45 minutes on
writing daily. This is expected by the district as part of the 4 Block Language Arts
program that has been implemented over the last three years. This exceeds the
recommendation by Richard Allington and Patricia Cunningham that teachers provide
one hour of reading instruction and one-half hour of writing instruction daily.
It was noted that the high performing teachers felt that the Houghton Mifflin
reading series was valuable and they appreciated the materials provided. They also
follow the recommendations of this program and the 4 Blocks program more closely.
The low performing teachers felt tied to the Houghton Mifflin program and would
appreciate being able to use other materials. The low performing teachers did not
follow the recommendations of the 4 Block or Houghton Mifflin programs as closely
as the high performing teachers.
Teachers were not observed giving students opportunities to self-select books.
However, during the interviews it was reported that this was something that the low
performing and high performing teachers all do as a part of the four block schedule on
a regular basis.
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Theme 2: Comprehension Strategies are Modeled, Taught, and Utilized
Observation Notes - High Performing Teachers 1, 2, and 3
Teacher 1 read aloud to the class and asked the students to respond to higher
level thinking questions with "if you know it, say it" which kept them engaged. They
did an activity called RIVET in which students were introduced to new vocabulary
words for the story by using an activity similar to the age old game of "Hangman".
The teacher prompted the students by writing the first letter of the word on the chalk
board. The participant continued to write another letter and take guesses from the
students until the correct guess was made. A class discussion of the definition and
meaning of the word was held after the word was revealed. This activity engaged the
students and had them think about meaning and make predictions about the word.
Teacher 2 had the students use sticky notes to write their answers and put
them on the pages of the book as they read. Students then shared the feelings of the
characters and discussed why they felt they were feeling that way. The teacher
reminded the students to look at the picture to get information and stressed that this is
another strategy that good readers use. All three teachers were observed asking higher
level questioning and having students read to find specific answers and details.
Students were engaged and focused in all three classrooms for both observations.
Observation Notes - Low Performing Teachers 4, 5, and 6
There was much round robin reading and the text was too difficult for many of
the students observed in these classrooms.

The teachers asked many "factual"

questions, but none that encouraged higher level thinking. Much negative feedback
98

was provided as students worked. Comments were noted such as: "For crying out
loud, where were you?

I just read this to you, use a strategy". Teachers were

observed correcting the papers from the day before in a rote manner. Teacher 5 spoke
very slowly and clearly which did not make things interesting for the students when
asking questions about the text. In the reading lesson the teacher talked about text to
text comparisons. She reminded them of the strategies they had learned and if they
didn't use them they would lose them.
Much off task behavior was noticed in the students in all three classrooms.
Dittos and worksheets were used extensively in all three classrooms. Many questions
were asked but they called for memorization of facts and responses to factual
questions rather than higher level questioning to promote interest and higher level
thinking.

In one classroom threats were given about sending students to the

principal's office.
Literacy Classroom Observation Protocol
Table 2 provides a summary of total minutes that the teachers spent on
modeling, teaching, and utilizing comprehension strategies that were recorded for
both observations.

The teachers in the high performing classrooms provided

instruction to their students for a total of 14 minutes using higher level questioning, 0
minutes of factual questioning, a total of 8 minutes for teaching strategies for higher
level thinking, a total of 10 minutes for scaffolding and modeling of strategies, a total
of 4 minutes for memorization of facts, and a total of 9 minutes of relating text to
prior knowledge. The teachers in the low performing classrooms provided instruction
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to their students for 0 minutes of higher level questioning but a total of 24 minutes of
factual questioning, a total of 4 minutes for teaching strategies for higher level
thinking, 0 minutes for scaffolding and modeling of strategies, a total of 59 minutes
for memorization of facts, and a total of 3 minutes of relating text to prior knowledge.
The data for this theme are presented in the table below.
Table 2: Summary of Literacy Classroom Observation Protocol for Theme 2
Teacher
1

Teacher
2

Teacher
3

Totals
1,2,3

7

7

0

14

0

0

0

5

3

Scaffolding
& Modeling

3

Memorize
Facts
Relate- Prior
Knowledge

Higher Level
Questioning
Lower Level
Factual
Questions
Higher Level
Thinking

Teacher
4

Teacher
5

Teacher
6

0

0

0

0

6

15

3

24

0

8

0

2

2

4

7

0

10

0

0

0

0

1

0

3

4

26

11

22

5 9

4

3

2

9

1

1

1

3

Totals
4,5,6

0

Interview Questionnaire Responses for Theme 2
What, if any, specific comprehension strategies do you teach your students? When
and how do you teach them?
Interview Responses - High Performing Teachers 1, 2, and 3
All three teachers commented that there is the rotation with the Houghton
Mifflin

series that includes summarizing, predicting, inferring, questioning,

evaluating, and that they branch out from there with other strategies. They responded
that they teach these strategies during guided reading time. Teacher one said,
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Yesterday I did previewing for the informational text and we looked at
title, captions, and headings as a way to help read the text. Today we
did an anticipatory prediction. I had them read the true and false
questions and make a guess before they read.
Teacher 2 commented that,
I feel that all reading is comprehension so every strategy is focused on
comprehension and we do a lot of re-reading. I use their background
knowledge, pass the book strategies, summarizing, and making
connections to the real world. I bring in newspaper articles about our
stories and then we do a lot of connecting stories to our life.
Sometimes I bring in real objects. This story is about the mackerel and
I decided not to bring in a mackerel. I did bring in a trout with an eye
that went with a story about someone who had to eat a fish eye.
All three teachers commented that making sure the students use all of the strategies
was a challenge.
Interview Responses - Low Performing Teachers 4, 5, and 6
All three teachers said that they cover the comprehension strategies that are
included in the Houghton Mifflin series. They include: summarizing, predicting,
inferring, questioning, and evaluating.

There was no mention of branching out

beyond these. They all teach them during their guided reading block. Teacher 4
elaborated with,
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I do certain strategies over and over: evaluate, summarize, question,
and predict. I go by themes and then I have so many stories in the
theme. Each story has a strategy and we focus on that.
Teacher 5 indicated that she did a great deal of story telling with the students to make
learning the strategies like a game. Her hope was that if they thought the strategies
were "just a game that they could do it". Teacher 6 reported that she has posters for
the important comprehension skills and that she concentrates on making connections,
summarizing, predicting, visualizing and questioning.
Explain what types of questions you ask your students about reading selections and
give an example.
Interview Responses - High Performing Teachers 1, 2, and 3
The high performing teachers all responded that questioning was an important
strategy. They responded that they try to ask more how and why questions rather than
just who did this and who did that. They also ask questions about the text in regard to
what the illustrator and the author are trying to say. They stressed the importance of
asking students what they already know from their own experiences about the topic.
Teacher 1 commented, "Well, again, a variety of questions - the straight out-literal
questions -did you understand what this said? Also, the more open-ended questionswhat do you think about this?" Teacher 3 commented that she wanted the children to
self-monitor and ask themselves questions while they were reading. She wants them

102

to ask, '"Did that make sense' to see if what they are reading is following the story
line".
Interview Responses - Low Performing Teachers 4, 5, and 6
Teachers in the low performing group also felt that questioning was an
important strategy.

Their comments indicated more of an emphasis on factual

questions to make sure the students knew what the story was about. There was an
emphasis on making sure students got the "correct" answer to these questions.
Teacher 5 asked the students to find out "what the theme was, what the
message was, was there a message to be learned, did they learn any new words, and
was it entertaining?" This participant also commented that she "always asks them if
there were any words that they were unfamiliar with and then talk about them". This
individual asked them to give their opinion of the book and the details that they
noticed. Teacher 6 responded, "I mainly question in two ways. I ask the students if
they are "wondering about something" and then we think about the questions and then
I monitor how they answer the comprehension questions."
Summary of Theme 2
During the observations the high performing teachers were observed spending
a total of 14 minutes on higher level questioning and the low performing teachers did
not ask any higher level questions, but spent a total of 24 minutes on asking factual
questions.

In the personal interviews, there was a higher emphasis on factual

questions and right or wrong answers by the low performing teachers along with
lessons that called for memorization of facts. The high performing teachers indicated
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that they ask more open-ended questions with no right or wrong answer to encourage
the students to do more thinking. These results are consistent with the study by
Taylor, Pearson and Peterson in 2003 that found that when teachers ask why
questions, student achievement goes up and when there is more time spent on facts
and ditto work the lower the performance in reading.
The high performing teachers spent a total of 8 minutes teaching higher level
thinking strategies, whereas the low performing teachers spent a total of 4 minutes
teaching them. In this same study (Taylor et al., 2003) it was found that when
teachers emphasize higher order thinking skills the growth in reading is higher.
The high performing teachers spent a total of 10 minutes on scaffolding while
the low performing teachers were not observed teaching this skill. Research studies
support the benefit of scaffolding through the gradual release of responsibility model
(Pearson & Gallagher, 1983; Taylor, Pearson & Peterson, 2003; Frey & Fisher, 2006)
as a method to improve student achievement. This is substantiated in this study
because the high performing teachers spent time teaching this skill and the low
performing teachers did not.
Tasks involving memorization of facts were focused on more by the low
performing teachers who spent a total of 59 minutes on it while the high performing
teachers spent only a total of 4 minutes

memorization of facts.. These results are

consistent with the findings of many earlier studies that show that too much of a focus
on memorization does not contribute to comprehension of text (Allington, 2003;
Beck, McKeown, Hamilton , & Kucan, 1997; Duffy, 1993; Lehr & Osborn, 2005).
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The high performing teachers spent a total of 9 minutes on relating text to the
students' prior knowledge and the low performing teachers spent a total of 3 minutes
on this task. This study supports the earlier work of Gunter (1999) in this area that
found prior knowledge an important skill in helping students make meaning of the
printed word.

Activating prior knowledge helps to provide understanding and

connections for the learner as they become their own "meaning makers" (Gunter,
Estes, & Schwab, 1999, p. 365). The high performing teachers spend three times the
amount of time on prior knowledge than the low performing teachers. The high
performing teachers reported in the interviews that making connections to the reading
and activating prior knowledge for their students were important aspects of reading
instruction.
In the interviews the high performing and low performing teachers reported
that they teach the comprehension strategies from the Houghton Mifflin series that are
required by the district. The high performing teachers explicitly teach the strategies
and emphasize their importance to the students. The low performing teachers teach
them but sometimes try to teach them as a game. Theorists and researchers in the
field of reading have advocated for teachers to explicitly teach comprehension
strategies through direct instruction for students to learn to read effectively (Bean,
2004).

The findings from the interviews in this case study show that the high

performing teachers are more explicit in their instruction than the low performing
teachers.
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Theme 3: Teachers Model Write and Read Daily to Students
Observation Notes - High Performing Teachers 1, 2, and 3
Teachers were observed reading aloud to student from the themes they were
studying in the Houghton Mifflin basal reader. Teacher 1 read a story about caves:
Caves: Wonders of the Dark.
Teacher 2 modeled a method she had learned to help the students remember
the important components when writing for the MEAP test. The writing technique
had the students touch their head with their finger to state their position, snap their
fingers once to tell about story 1 and snap again to tell about story 2 and then clapped
to tell how the stories were alike. She began by reviewing the previous stories read
and her model writing from the day before using this method. The teacher discussed
"thought shots" from characters and showed ways the author was using the same
strategies that they use in their writing in the class. An overhead projector and chart
with paper were present and used for model writing in all three classrooms. One
teacher made use of the ELMO projector.
Observation Notes - Low Performing Teachers 4, 5, and 6
While these teachers were observed model reading, the type of modeling
involved the reading of worksheets on the overhead. Students were asked to answer
factual questions about the text which did not call for higher level thinking. When
students responded the teacher wrote the answers on the overhead. Teacher 4 was
observed tapping her fingers on a table and tapping a yard stick on desks while
waiting for students to respond. An overhead projector and chart with paper were
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present and used for model writing in all three classrooms. One teacher made use of
the ELMO projector. This projector allows teachers to project written work or text
for the students directly out of the book.
Literacy Classroom Observation Protocol
In Table 3 the summary of minutes spent on model writing and model reading
by the teacher are recorded for both observations.

The teachers in the high

performing classrooms were observed model reading for a total of 19 minutes, model
writing for a total of 6 minutes, stressing the connection between reading and writing
time for one minute. The teachers in the low performing classrooms were observed
model reading for a total of 22 minutes, model writing for a total of 7 minutes, and
were not observed at all showing the connection between reading and writing.

Chart

paper and overhead projectors were observed in all six classrooms on both
observations. Two of the classrooms made use of the ELMO projector to model
writing, one was a high performing classroom and one was a low performing
classroom. Table 3 is an illustration of the tabulated data for this and is presented
below.
Table 3: Summary of Literacy Classroom Observation Protocol for Theme 3

Model
Reading
Model
Writing
Connection
Rdg/
Writing
Chart Paper/
Overhead

Teacher
1

Teacher
2

Teacher
3

Totals
1,2,3

Teacher
4

Teacher
5

Teacher
6

7

3

9

19

15

7

0

22

0

2

4

6

0

4

3

7

0

1

0

1

0

0

0

0

2

2

2

6

2

2

2

6
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Totals
4,5,6

Interview Questionnaire Responses for Theme 3
Do you model the writing process for your students and if so how often do you do it?
Interview Responses - High Performing Teachers 1, 2, and 3
All three teachers responded that yes, they do model the writing process for
their students and that they do it all of the time. They shared that they might use a
graphic organizer and show them how they would fill it in. The high performing
teachers reported that they often write a draft on the overhead and think aloud for the
students as they write. It was mentioned that this is an expected activity for them to
do and that the district provides a specific sequence. These participants responded
that they do writing every day and always have some kind of lesson to accompany it.
Teacher 1 commented that sometimes when she is model writing, "The kids
just have a tendency to do what I do. So I try to keep it separate. I will model write or
I'll start a piece and have students ask questions about it. I then have them pick a
different topic to write about."
Interview Responses -Low Performing Teachers 4, 5, and 6
The three teachers from this group indicated that they model write for their
students and that sometimes it depends on the time of year. They mentioned that in
the opening and closing of the year there is a lot of MEAP prep going on so they
"don't get in as much writing for fun as they would like". Otherwise they tend to
model write every day whether it is a quick write or other activity. These teachers
noted that the text book is organized well and provides good examples for modeling
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with the students. The low performing teachers talked about how they use props to
help stimulate writing.
Teacher 5 commented that she always relates her writing to the reading. If
you don't give them the prior knowledge and background information they can't
write. She had her students do a writing activity right after they read a Tsunami story.
This participant held up a big cruise ship and asked them to pretend they were on this
cruise ship and what it would be like when the tsunami hit. Teacher 5 commented
that, "Some of this is determined at the district level but I have always done it this
way and it is forced now. It is the way I have always taught - peer response, compare
contrast, pre-write, cross - text and now the district collects them."
Do you model the reading process in your instruction, and if so, when and how often
do you read to your students?
Interview Responses - High Performing Teachers 1, 2, and 3
All the teachers commented that they model the reading process on a regular
basis with their students. They report that the students "eat it up - they love it!" Each
high performing participant mentioned that they wished they could do more of it with
their students. They read to the students every day. Teacher 2 reported that when she
is reading aloud to her students she verbalizes aloud to them the kind of thinking a
good reader would do. She also gives the students tips on how good readers figure
out unknown words.
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Interview Responses - Low Performing Teachers 4, 5, and 6
Teachers in this group report that they read to their students every day. They
bring in quick reads and fun reads every day. The low performing participants also
reported that they read aloud to students in their general reading periods. They
responded that they share what is going on in their own heads as they read and think
aloud on a regular basis. These individuals use other stories and poetry to practice
inferring and to get students interested in reading.
Teacher 6 reported that she does many read-alouds for the students and the
main purpose is for enjoyment. She read them the book Winn Dixie and then showed
them the movie. Teacher 6 used this experience to teach students to compare and
contrast.
Summary of Theme 3
Teachers in both groups were observed model reading and model writing with
their students. Writing practitioners Lucy Calkins, Nancy Atwell, and Donald Graves
stressed the importance of model writing for effective literacy instruction in the 1980s
(Kara-Soteriou & Kaufman, 2002). This was supported by more current studies by
Allington (2003) and Pressley (2001) which determined that students who have
reading and writing modeled and demonstrated for them on a regular basis show more
growth. In this multiple case study, the high performing and low performing teacher
model writing and reading on a regular basis and view it as valuable. The high
performing teachers were observed model reading for a total of 19 minutes and model
writing for a total of 6 minutes and the low performing teachers were observed model
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reading for a total of 22 minutes and model writing for a total of 7 minutes. In
reading, the low performing teachers were observed model reading and writing for
more time than the high performing teachers. However, the type of modeling involved
reading of worksheets, answering factual questions and correcting work. Chart paper
and over head projectors were present and used in all six classrooms.
In the interviews all six teachers reported that they spend time model reading
and writing on a regular basis. In all cases, the teachers believed that the students
loved being read to and that graphic organizers were used and were helpful in
teaching students to write. It is a district requirement for the teachers to spend time
model writing. Participants from both groups reported that they verbalize their own
thinking about what is going on in their own heads as they read and write with them.
In a study of 4th and 5th grade students in which teachers taught by modeling,
exceptional gains were shown in student performance in reading (Ailing & Pearson,
2003) When the teachers do this the students learn what fluent reading sounds like
and what constitutes good writing from the teachers' modeling of the process
(Glasswell, Parr, & McNaughton, 2003).

This also extends students' Zone of

Proximal Development (ZPD). Margaret Mooney explains the importance of teacher
demonstrations when she states that it "provides models which children can
approximate and refine according to their own stages of development as readers and
writers" (Mooney, 1990, p. 23). Modeling of reading and writing was observed in
both the low performing and high performing classrooms and the teachers responded
that they felt that it was important in the interviews.

Ill

Theme 4: Students are Actively Engaged in Thoughtful Literacy
Observation Notes - High Performing Teachers 1, 2, and 3
In all three classrooms students and teachers were observed participating in a
variety of activities that helped the students engage and respond to stories together.
Students were actively engaged in thoughtful literacy and were given choices in
regard to what to read.
collaboratively.

They were encouraged and instructed to work together

Conversation around stories was encouraged and students were

provided with interesting texts.

Knowledge themes were highlighted during the

lessons as presented in the Houghton Mifflin basal reader series.
Teacher 1 provided the students with anticipation guides for predicting and the
students worked in small groups while the teacher circulated. Students then worked
in pairs to read together to determine if their predictions were right or wrong.
Students were actively engaged in this prediction activity.
Teacher 2 encouraged the students to share their writing in what she called the
"Author's Chair". Positive feedback was provided by the teacher and other students
with comments like, "Good personal voice, good reading, interesting."

During

writing it was stated that spelling was not important and that ideas were most
important. The students were actively engaged and interested throughout this thirty
minute lesson. Connections to students own lives were stressed.
Teacher 3 instructed the students to work on their own to edit the sentences,
and then had them work with a neighbor. They then shared with the whole class.
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Students were allowed to work in pairs and in small groups, andcollaboration was
encouraged.
Observation Notes - Low Performing Teachers 4, 5, and 6
In all three of the low performing classrooms opportunities for students to
make choices or to work collaboratively were not observed.

Conversation and

discussions around stories was not observed. Students were provided with interesting
texts and knowledge themes from the Houghton Mifflin basal reader series.
In the classroom of Teacher 4 students were heard commenting, "This is
boring." There was much teacher talking and little student interaction allowed in the
lesson observed. Much of the instructional time was spent on memorization of facts
and factual questioning. Time was lost in transition between lessons.
In a lesson taught by Teacher 5 students appeared more engaged in this lesson
and the discussion, however, students were not allowed to work together or make
choices. The lessons observed being taught by Teacher 6 were completely teacher
directed.

There was much unrelated student talking noted during instruction.

Students appeared to comply with what the teacher asked but there was no evidence
of students being actually engaged in the activities.
In all three classrooms the students appeared disengaged and bored. Students
appeared to be anxious and inattentive and were observed snickering and laughing.
Literacy Classroom Observation Protocol
In the table below the summary of minutes spent when students were involved
with "thoughtful" literacy activities provided by the teachers are tabulated for both
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observations.

The teachers in the high performing classrooms were observed

providing opportunities for student choices for a total of 2 minutes, providing
opportunities for collaboration for a total of 14 minutes, providing opportunities for
discussions and conversation about reading for a total of 21 minutes, providing
interesting texts for a total of 7 minutes, and providing knowledge themes for a total
of 4 minutes.

The teachers in the low performing classrooms were observed

providing opportunities for student choices for a total of 2 minutes, providing
opportunities for collaboration for 0 minutes, providing opportunities for discussions
and conversation about reading for a total of 10 minutes, providing interesting texts
for 1 minute, and providing knowledge themes for 5 minutes.
Although both the teachers of the high performing and low performing
classrooms provided an equal amount of time for students to make choices, this was
the only area in which they were the same. The participating teachers of the low
performing students provided an additional minute of time on knowledge themes.
The teachers of the high performing students provided 14 minutes for collaboration
while the teachers of the low performing students provided no time for collaboration
at all. The teachers of the high performing students provided twice as much time for
conversations and discussions around text as the teachers of low performing students.
In addition, the teachers of high performing students provided more time for students
to work with interesting text. This indicates that in regard to student achievement it is
most valuable to have students work collaboratively, converse about text, and to read
from interesting text. The data are presented in the table below.
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Table 4: Summary of Literacy Classroom Observation Protocol for Theme 4
Teacher
1

Teacher
2

Teacher
3

Totals
1,2,3

Teacher
4

Teacher
5

Teacher
6

Totals
4,5,6

Opportunities
for Choices

0

2

0

2

0

2

0

2

Opportunities
Collaboration

3

1

10

14

0

0

0

0

Conversation
Discussions

9

7

5

21

0

3

7

10

Interesting
Texts

5

1

1

7

0

1

0

1

Knowledge
Themes

2

1

1

4

2

1

2

5

Interview Questionnaire Responses for Theme 4
Are your students allowed to self-select books that interest them?
Interview Responses - High Performing Teachers 1, 2, and 3
Two of the three teachers responded with an enthusiastic "yes" to this
question. Students in each classroom have collections of 3 or more books on hand at
all times in each classroom. Students in all three classrooms were involved in the
Accelerated Reader (AR) program and had additional books from the computer lab
for self-selected reading. AR is a reading incentive program in which students read
books and then take a comprehension test on the computer. Their progress is charted
by the computer and students are able to earn points to be used for prizes. Teacher 2
commented that, "We do use the Accelerated Reader program (AR) which we think is
the best thing that ever happened to our reading scores. We know that they are truly
reading a book at their own level and one that they choose during AR." She also
commented that, "We go to library twice a week and we try to have a variety of books
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available in the room. Students can read any book they want. It doesn't have to be an
AR book - some read for the pure joy of reading. Some like informational books."
Teacher 3 commented that her students are allowed to self-select books "to a
degree." She elaborated on this statement with the following:
In my class I give the students a fluency test to start the year to see
what reading level they are at. I encourage each of them to choose a
chapter book that is at their level. I have coded all the books in my
room. There is a dot on the book to indicate the grade level. So when
they meet with me they may have numerous books in their little book
bag but they do have to have one that they are continually reading that
is at their level that we discuss.
She reported that she monitors the books they choose to make sure they are
reading something that keeps them motivated but is a little harder than usual. She
reported that she often shares a basketball analogy with them explaining that they
won't get better at basketball if they play basketball against 1st graders and that it's
the same way with reading "you can't read easy books all the time and get better at
it".
Self-selected books are available in each room in the form of classroom
libraries. Students also visit the school libraries once or twice a week to self-select
books of interest.
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Interview Responses - Low Performing Teachers 4, 5, and 6
All three teachers responded that they do have self-selected reading but
usually only 3 times a week instead of daily. They commented that they try to do
everyday but it just gets "too busy with specials and things". Teacher 5 commented
that she has a book club that is part of their self selected reading and she uses this
time for the students to practice fluency.

This individual noted that because time is

short and
I am supposed to practice fluency, I try to find ways to do it. It is a
really hard thing for me to squeeze in. So for the reading part of it I
am hooked into the Houghton Mifflin series. I try to be creative with it
and just follow through for the whole week. It is not that way now
because I am into review for the MEAP plan and I am doing shorter
chunks.
Teacher 6 commented that, "Yes, there are baskets of books according to genre in the
room and students always have at least 4 books in their desk. There are file folders
with books in them in the room for students to read and the students visit the library
once a week."
All three teachers responded that books are available for self-selection. Students in
each classroom have collections of 3 or more books on hand at all times in each
classroom.
Elaborate on the opportunities provided for interaction and discussion between
teacher and student and among peers in regard to reading selections.
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Interview Responses - High Performing Teachers 1, 2. and 3
The three teachers provide opportunities for students to interact with each
other and with the teacher in response to reading selections. All of the teachers have
students partner read with each other on a regular basis. Another activity they all do
is a listener response in which the students write down an open ended response to a
question with a partner. They work out the answer together. They also have students
share books with a partner or the class during self- selected reading time before they
return the book for a new one. Teacher 1 has her students assigned to book buddies
with the 1st graders and they read with each other once a week. She also has them
work in groups when writing and she encourages them to ask each other questions
about it.
Teacher 2 reports that she has students share their thoughts about books by
making a connection in their writing or by making a poster together about a book or
story. This participant also has them write their own ending or predict how a story
will end in small groups. Teacher 2 commented, "We have an Author's Chair and the
children get to share their work with the class in it. We try to do 4 - 5 shares daily
even if it is only a part of a writing piece. The children are called on by a student and
they then get to compliment each other on the good things that they notice." All three
teachers have the students do something similar to the Author's Chair. Students will
come up and read something to the class with a specific purpose. The teachers noted
that this helps students listen and they often have them look for a specific element
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such as details. They all have students share their books with the class. They tell the
other students why they might like or not like a particular book.
All three high performing participants purposely interact and discuss reading
selections with students. During self-selected reading they go around the room to
conference with individual students. They have students read to them and tell them a
little bit about what they are reading. The students talk about why they chose that
particular book. The high performing teachers conference with students about books
they are reading for AR or other books during silent reading time.
Interview Responses - Low Performing Teachers 4, 5, and 6
The teachers in this group indicate that they have students do some paired
reading. A concern with this from the perspective of the low performing teachers was
that the students were at so many different levels that they didn't think it was a good
idea for them to do much work together. Teacher 4 reported that she may have the
students read every other page or have all the girls read a page or all the boys read a
page or she does whole group echo reading.
Teacher 5 noted that she had her students do a lot of responses on post it
notes. For the student to student interaction she asks them to put two questions that
they would like to know the answer to on a certain page on a post it note. This
participant then has them answer the questions by doing a partner walk with a peer.
She noted that for her to communicate with them she uses post-it notes, too. Teacher
6 reported that they mainly read chapter books, the basal series and take the tests. She
stated that "I don't do as much as I should in this area because I am pretty much old
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school." The teachers in this group reported that they communicate with the students
mainly by having "lots of open discussions and sharing with the total class."
Do you use specific themes in reading and how do you make sure that students are
reading in a text that they find interesting?
Interview Responses - High Performing Teachers 1, 2, and 3
All of the teachers in this group use the themes in the Houghton Mifflin series.
There are 6 themes and they may bring in some other themes of interest for the
students, too. They are consistent in that they made sure that students select at least
one narrative and one informational piece when they are choosing books. Each high
performing teacher mentioned that when they conference with the students they are
able to see if they are choosing a book that is right for them and that interests them.
The high performing teachers also reported that they use the Houghton Mifflin
Anthology as the basis and they feel that it has a lot of good literature that is
connected to the theme for each unit. These individuals felt their reading series
provided the students with a mix of informational non-fiction, biographical, fiction,
and realistic fiction to read. They reported that they also include other literature
books, poetry, and reader's theatre. The students often cannot afford to order books
from the book clubs so the teachers get their input on the books they order for the
class library.

The students are able to get free books through the Reading is

Fundamental (RIF) program.
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Interview Responses - Low Performing Teachers 4, 5, and 6
The teachers in this group felt that it was very important to have the students
read around a theme. They each use the six themes in the Houghton Mifflin series.
The low performing participants felt that the themes gave them a place to begin, to
end, and to teach the strategies. Each individual commented that they made use of the
ITT (Integrated Theme Tests) tests at the end of each unit to determine how the
students were progressing.
Teacher 5 reported that she thought it was a "sad thing that she had to use the
Houghton Mifflin series because I am really tied to that". She felt that some of the
stories were appropriate and entertaining and some were not.

This participant

commented,
I think they are too long for the children and I think we would have
better results with teaching reading if we had shorter texts. Even as
adults we would have a hard time sitting for an hour a pop to practice
the reading strategies with some of these stories we have been given.
All students are reading in the 4th grade book and I try to divide them
into groups by levels but they struggle.

What do you do to determine your students' reading levels and how do you make sure
that you have reading material available at their level?
Interview Responses - High Performing Teachers 1, 2, and 3
The teachers consistently reported that they give fluency tests, DIBELS tests,
Houghton Mifflin thematic unit tests, and word list assessments. They also use
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results from the Gates MacGinitie Reading Test and the MEAP test to plan
instruction. The high performing participants test 3 times a year on fluency and this
gives them a good idea about the level of their students. They give this test in Nov,
Jan and May and have for the last 3 years. These individuals feel that the AR
program is a great way to make sure students have books at their level.

They

mentioned that they have a range of students who are non-readers and students who
read at 5th and 6th grade levels in their 4th grade classrooms. They were also
knowledgeable about the levels in the Houghton Mifflin series. Each teacher in this
group mentioned that they are familiar enough with the materials so they can match
the appropriate level book to the students. The teachers responded that because they
have a wide range of materials in their classrooms they are able to make sure that
students have materials at their level.
Teacher 1 reported that she used to be a resource room teacher for 21 years so
she had a huge variety of books at different ability levels. Teacher 3 noted that her
principal "is always checking and asking me to let him know if I need more books and
different types."
Interview Responses - Low Performing Teachers 4, 5, and 6
The teachers in this group also give fluency tests, DIBELS tests, Houghton
Mifflin thematic unit tests, and word list assessments as required by the district. They
also use results from the Gates MacGinitie Reading Test and the MEAP test to plan
instruction. These participants test 3 times a year on fluency and they use the results
of this test to determine the reading level of their students.
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Just as the high

performing teachers, these individuals give this test in November, January, and May
and have for the last 3 years.. They feel that this gives them a good idea about the
level of the students in their classrooms. All three teachers use the selection test after
every story to help determine levels. When they go to the library they supervise book
selection so they can make sure the book is at their level.
Teacher 4 felt that it was good to have students all read out of the same book
at the same level. She suggested that it was up to her to give the students a lot of
background information, support, and help before they read the story. Teacher 5 felt
that it is a very difficult thing having all students read out of the same book because of
the whole group approach. She reported that,
It is difficult because you are locked into that one text. It is very
cumbersome. If I had the ability to deviate I would. I have other
materials that I could certainly use and be more successful, but that is
it! They said we can have flexible groups but we have to all use the
same strategies and the same book. There are no extra hands - and
then you may not get to other things. It is really complex because as
teachers we are up against the competition of the TV, video games and
the students don't think about a book as entertainment.

Summary of Theme 4
In the two classroom observations it was noted that both the high performing
and low performing teachers allowed students to make choices for only 2 minutes
which indicated that neither group provided enough opportunities for student choice.
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Personal choice is a key to motivate children to become good readers. McLoyd
(1979) conducted an experiment on choice with second and third grade students.
Findings showed that students who were allowed to choose their own books read for 5
minutes, reading an additional 440 words, whereas the children who were assigned a
book read for only 2 minutes, reading only 216 words. Additionally, when asked
questions about the reading the students who chose their own books responded with
21% more accuracy than the non-choice students. The authors indicated that "there
was a significant advantage in motivation for the choice condition" (McLoyd, 1979;
Guthrie & Humenick, 2004, p.295).
The high performing teachers provided opportunities for collaboration for a
total of 14 minutes and the low performing teachers did not allow students to
collaborate. The low performing teachers allowed for some paired reading, but little
student-to-student interaction. In the high performing classrooms collaboration was
encouraged and students worked in pairs and in small groups. Research shows that
when students discuss what they read with their peers, comprehension and
understanding improves. "Collaborative reading provides students with opportunities
to make meaning of a text with their peers. When students read and discuss texts
together, they apply comprehension strategies and support the understanding of others
(Frey & Fisher, 2006, p. 128). The findings of this study are consistent with earlier
studies. The high performing teachers provided more opportunities for students to
collaborate and the low performing teachers did not provide any opportunities for
collaboration.
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The high performing teachers provided total of 21 minutes for student
discussion and conversation about text, while the low performing teachers provided a
total of 10 minutes. There was very little student discussion or interaction and a great
deal of teacher talk noted in the low performing classrooms. Most of the discussion
was done with the entire class. It was observed that there was much off-task behavior
in the low performing classrooms. Students were observed as being compliant, but
inattentive and not engaged. Students commented that the work was boring. In a
recent study it was determined that students who were in class with a teacher who
used a highly teacher-directed approach and did not allow students to engage in
discussions with each other or in higher-level thinking skills showed less growth in
reading (Taylor, Pearson & Peterson, 2003). These findings are supported in this case
study.
More student to student interaction was observed in the high performing
classrooms and less teacher talk. All three high performing teachers were observed
purposely interacting and discussing reading selections with students. During selfselected reading they were observed circulating around the room to conference with
individual students. They had students read to them and tell them about what they
were reading. These three participants held individual conferences with students
about books they were reading. The teachers also had the students work with each
other more often. The students were interested and engaged in the work they were
doing. There was no off task behavior observed in the high performing classrooms.
These findings are similar to previous works in which it was determined that engaging
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students in learning has a positive effect on achievement. Gunter (1999) stressed the
value of having teachers connect with students by providing frequent opportunities for
learners to talk about and explain what they understand both to the teacher and to
other students. Experimental studies support the belief that when students are "deeply
engaged in text interaction" their achievement in reading comprehension increases
(Guthrie & Humanick, 2004, p. 352). The findings of this case study support the
work of this earlier research.
The high performing teachers allowed students to choose interesting texts for
a total of 7 minutes and the low performing teachers for only one minute. Work by
Donald Graves suggested the development of classroom environments that "promote
educative writing: time, choice, response, modeling, and sharing" (Graves, 1983;
Calkins, 1986; Atwell, 1987; Kara-Soteriou & Kaufman, 2002, p.27). Later work
showed that four classroom practices were found to have a major impact on reading
motivation and should be included in any long term instructional program:
knowledge goals, student choices, interesting texts, and collaboration (Guthrie &
Humanick, 2004). In the high performing classrooms the students worked effectively
with each other and were engaged in thoughtful literacy learning. One of Allington's
ten critical principles for effective classroom instruction involves whether or not
opportunities are provided for conversation, connections, and engagement with text
(Allington, 2005). The findings of this study are consistent with Allinton's work.
The high performing teachers were observed providing knowledge themes for
a total of 4 minutes and the low performing for a total of 5 minutes. The high
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performing and low performing teachers all use the themes in the Houghton Mifflin
series. They are consistent in that they plan their instruction around the themes.
In the interviews the three high performing teachers discussed the importance
of providing opportunities for students to interact with each other and with the teacher
in response to reading selections. They all have ways for students to share work and
books with each other. The low performing teachers expressed reasons why they did
not have the students work together. Some concern was with the variety of reading
levels. One of the teachers stated that "I don't do as much as I should in this area
because I am pretty much old school." The teachers in this group reported that they
communicate with the students mainly by having "lots of open discussions and
sharing with the total class" rather than having the students interact with one another.
These beliefs direct their practice resulting in insufficient student collaboration.
In the interviews all six of the teachers reported that they allow their students
to self-select books and that they use the themes provided in the Houghton Mifflin
series. There are 6 themes and their instruction is geared around these themes. The
high performing teachers report that they may bring in some other themes of interest
for the students but the low performing teachers did not. The low performing teachers
were not as satisfied with the series and felt tied to it.
All six teachers give a variety of tests that are required at the district level to
determine reading levels. Fluency tests, DIBELS tests, Houghton Mifflin thematic
unit tests, word list assessments, the Gates MacGinitie Reading Test, and the MEAP
test are given and the results are used to plan instruction. They test three times a year
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on fluency and this gives the teachers a good idea of the reading the level of their

students. All teachers have a variety of books available in their classrooms. It also
was noted that books and materials were more easily accessible to students in the high
performing classrooms, which will be discussed in the next theme.
Theme 5: Relaxed, Literate Rich Environment and Easy Access
to Books and Magazines
Observation Notes - High Performing Teachers 1, 2, and 3
In these classrooms the students were observed to be relaxed and focused.
Teachers had a good sense of humor and seemed to enjoy their students. Easy access
to books and materials was provided with books at a variety of levels for self
selection. The atmosphere was warm, friendly and nurturing. The teachers were kind
and gentle in their dealings with the students which made for a relaxing environment
for learning. Subdued lighting was observed in a reading area in one classroom.
There were plants in the room and many positive posters in all classrooms. The
atmosphere was described as relaxed and pleasant. The teachers mentioned that they
could help each other so collaboration was encouraged.

Student writing was

displayed in the classrooms along with areas for students to work on reading and
writing.
Teacher 3 had a big, beautiful classroom that was newly renovated. It was air
conditioned and had cubicles for students to work in by themselves or with a small

group. Book boxes were available by levels and each student had their own book bag.
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The room had brand new furniture and comfortable reading areas. An overhead and
ELMO were used for model writing.
Students were well-behaved, respectful, and attentive to the teachers in all
three classrooms of the high performing classrooms.
willing to share and take risks.

They seemed relaxed and

Areas for writing were available in these classrooms,

however specific writing centers with a variety of paper/writing utensils were not
observed.

The playing of relaxing or classical music was not observed during

independent work time.

Comfortable seating arrangements were not observed,

although students were able to work in the writing areas. Desks and seats were set up
in small groups or a circle, not in rows.
Observation Notes - Low Performing Teachers 4, 5, and 6
The classroom atmosphere was negative and stressful in both Classrooms 4
and Classroom 5. Much attention was given to inappropriate behavior. A red pen
was used to mark wrong answers on student work. There was a lack of warmth in the
classroom and students did not seem to respect the teacher or each other. There was
much calling out. At one point, one of the teachers grabbed a student's head and said,
"pay attention!" There was an overhead in the room, a word wall, and books in tubs
by content (biography, fiction, non-fiction, weather, etc). There did not appear to be
an easy access to the books for students.
The classroom for Teacher 6 was a traditional classroom set up with desks in
rows. There was little student to student interaction in regard to learning. Lessons
were teacher directed and students were not allowed to work together. Much teacher
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attention was given to inappropriate behavior.

Comments such as: "Are you

listening?

The teacher used the students'

Sit up! Pay attention!" were noted.

vocabulary in an attempt to be relevant to them but this appeared to cause the students
to be disrespectful, embarrassed, and inattentive. Her comments included "Pimpin!
Dope! Dang tight!" and a jingle "Shame, shame, double shame, everyone knows your
name". There was a very structured atmosphere in the classroom. The teacher
commented to me, "OK, Honey, I want you to know that I am from the old school."
There was no evidence of subdued lighting, relaxing music, comfortable seating
arrangements, reading or writing centers. The teacher appeared to care about the
students, yet the instructional practices appeared to be traditional and outdated. She
seemed to be discouraged with the progress and work of her students. A variety of
books and materials were provided in this classroom at all levels for student self
selection.
It was not relaxing in any of these three classrooms and they did not seem
conducive to learning. Desks and seats were set in traditional rows.
Interview Questionnaire Responses for Theme 5
Is a literate rich environment important for students and how do you establish it?
Please explain.
Interview Responses - High Performing Teachers 1, 2, and 3
All of the teachers in the high performing classrooms felt that a literate rich
environment was very important for students. Teacher 1 responded, "Oh, absolutely
it is so important that we are surrounded by books". Each individual talked about
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how they try to make connections for the students - book to book, book to subject,
book to author, and book to student. They stressed the importance of helping students
get to know authors and to help them learn to make connections with a variety of
authors. They discussed book reports and building reading month celebrations that
are done to get students excited about reading
The teachers all talked about their efforts to bring more books into their
schools. Some have written grants so that their libraries could get more books and
have even gone to local businesses to request books. They mentioned that they often
use their PTA money to buy books and they also buy books using their own funds.
Teacher 2 commented, "You just buy so that you have what you need."
Teacher 3 commented, "I can't over state enough how important it is to have
books for that self selected reading time - that silent reading time." All of the
teachers stressed the need for the students to have a variety of books to choose from at
their own reading level. They noted that it was important for the school to provide
opportunities and time for the students to read at school. Teacher 3 commented that
many of her students "do not have the time, the book access, or a quiet place to read
at home".
Interview Responses - Low Performing Teachers 4, 5, and 6
All teachers from this group felt that a literate rich environment was very
important. Teacher 4 responded, "My expectations are high - I force them.

I am

terrible. I'm awful. I'm consistent with them - I don't change how I teach or my
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expectations with them at all. I am firm and fair and my scores go up. You need to
keep a focus and not zip around here or there because the kids get confused."
Teacher 5 talked about how important it was to have their students be excited
about books and for this to happen the students need to have books available.
Teacher 5 commented that,
I have to model the excitement and remind them of when they are
grown what you learn through reading. I always try to include how it
is applied in their every day life. Sometimes I'll bring in something
that I have read and share how I used the strategy. They just need to
know that is beyond just using it one time for my teacher.
Teacher 6 responded, "Yes, definitely! I have a huge library with thousands of
books for the students to choose from throughout the year. They are catalogued by
genre."
Summary of Theme 5
In the high performing classrooms the students were observed to be relaxed
and focused. Teachers had a good sense of humor and seemed to enjoy their students.
The atmosphere was warm, friendly and nurturing. The teachers were kind and gentle
in their dealings with the students which made for a relaxing environment for
learning. The atmosphere was described as inviting and pleasant. The positive effect
of a caring atmosphere for learning to read and write has been reported by many

literacy authors, practitioners, and researchers. If teachers begin to "ache with caring
it will, perhaps, be possible for us to create classroom communities within school
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communities in which writing matters because it's done for real reasons by real
writers who "ache with caring" for a real response" (Fox, 1988, p. 124).
When observing in the classrooms of the low performing teachers it was noted
that the atmosphere was negative and stressful. Much teacher attention was given to
inappropriate behavior. There was a lack of warmth in the classroom and students did
not seem to respect the teacher or each other. There was much calling out. It is has
been shown that a positive relationship between the teacher and the students is an
important factor in improving achievement. Boushey and Moser (2006) describe a
positive relationship as the "first and most vital element in our children's learning
process" (Boushey & Moser, 2006, p. 18). The results of this study are consistent
with these findings.
Books and materials at a variety of levels were easily accessed by students in
the high performing classrooms. Easy access to books is one of the most important
principles for effective classroom literacy instruction (Allington, 2001).

Several

studies show the need for students to have access to challenging, but easy to
comprehend reading materials if they are to become skillful, engaged readers (Chall,
Jacobs, & Baldwin, 1990; Taylor, Pearson, & Peterson, 2005). The findings from the
case study support the results of this earlier research. The classrooms of the high
performing teachers provided easy access to books for students at the appropriate
levels. In the classrooms of low performing teachers there were many books and
materials available but they were not as easily accessible for students.
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The teachers in the high performing classrooms instructed the students to help
each other so collaboration was encouraged. Students worked at tables with a partner
and were allowed to move around the room to work in small groups. The low
performing teachers set up their classrooms in a traditional manner with desks in
rows.

They were set up to discourage student to student interaction.

Lessons

observed were teacher directed and students were not allowed to work together. In a
previous study it was determined that when teachers did not allow students to engage
in discussions with each other or in higher-level thinking skills the students showed
less growth in reading (Taylor, Pearson & Peterson, 2003). Consistent with these
findings, this case study supports the belief that when students are not allowed to
work together achievement goes down.
Students were well-behaved, respectful, and attentive to the teachers in all
three classrooms of the high performing classrooms.

They seemed relaxed and

willing to share and take risks. Student writing was displayed in the classrooms along
with areas for students to work on reading and writing. The set up of the classrooms
of the high performing teachers were consistent with the descriptions of effective
classrooms that "build motivation by creating a literate classroom environment rich in
language and print" (Cooper & Kiger, 2003, p. 402). However, in the classrooms of
the low performing teachers there was no evidence of comfortable seating
arrangements, reading centers, or writing centers. The atmosphere was not relaxing
in any of the three classrooms and they did not seem conducive to learning.

These

findings are consistent with previous studies that environment is important for
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learning. The classroom "environment you create has a profound effect on the social,
emotional, physical, and intellectual development of the children you teach"
(Schwartz & Pollishuke, 1992, p. 9).
In the teacher interviews all six teachers responded that they felt a literate rich
environment was very important for student learning. They all shared the many
different ways that they work to bring more books into their classrooms. All of the
teachers felt it was very important for the students to have a variety of books to
choose from at their own reading level. They noted that it was important for the
school to provide opportunities and time for the students to read at school because it
is not provided for most of them at home. It has been found that schools and
classrooms with lots of books have better results in regard to achievement in reading.
"Not surprisingly, the schools with the largest libraries also showed the highest
achievement levels, both nationally and internationally" (Smith & Elley, 1997, p. 67).
None of the teachers in either group commented on the need for a relaxed
atmosphere for optimum student learning. Even though they did not mention it, the
researcher observed relaxed and positive environments in the classrooms of high
performing teachers and stressful, negative environments in the classrooms of low
performing teachers. "It is only by creating natural language environments in which
children are comfortable experimenting with written language that we can help them
become writers" (Newman, J. 1983, p.867).

Pressley notes that as he and his

colleagues observed effective literacy classrooms around the country, classroom
environment is an important factor. They have wished that more children could
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experience literate rich and positive classroom environments, "not simply because the
classrooms are good for children's academic development but also because such
classrooms are warm, wonderful places" (Pressley, 2002, p. 13). He noted that
literate rich classrooms in which students are learning are fun and joyful places
(Pressley, 2002). Just as in his research, this study supports the findings that high
performing teachers provide classroom environments that are warm and friendly
places.

The researcher also noted that the high performing teachers were more

inviting and eager to have a visitor in the classroom. They were welcoming and
friendly to the researcher. The low performing teachers were not as welcoming or
friendly to the researcher during the observations and interviews. There was more of
a sense of hopelessness in the job they had to do.
Summary of Results
The purpose of this multiple case study was to discover, describe, and
understand the critical components necessary to improve literacy learning for all
students. The central focus of the study involved looking at five principles (themes)
for classroom instruction in reading and writing. These principles are: the amount of
time students spend on reading and writing each day, the explicit teaching of
comprehension strategies, modeling writing and reading daily, student engagement in
thoughtful literacy learning, and literate rich classroom environments. The premise of
the study was that it is what the classroom teacher does in regard to these principles

day by day, minute by minute in the classroom among others that makes the
difference in regard to student success. The design of this multiple case study
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involved observing and interviewing three high performing 4th grade teachers and
three low performing 4th grade teachers.
As the researcher, I recorded and analyzed the notes made on the Note Taking
Form, the Literacy Classroom Observation Protocol, and the responses to the
questions on the questionnaire from the one-on-one teacher interviews. The findings
related to the themes were presented and discussed. The high performing and low
performing teachers were grouped together and the data was presented in the
following order for each of the five themes:
•

Comments from the note taking form

•

Literacy classroom observation protocol data and tables

•

Responses to interview questions

•

Summary of findings by theme
Chapter V will provide further discussion, recommendations for further

research and conclusions pertaining to this case study.
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CHAPTER V

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION
Overall Summary
Improvements to the teaching of reading and writing has been the focus of
study for educators and researchers in America for centuries. Although much has
been learned about how best to teach children to read and write, there has also been
much controversy in regard to what method works best for children. There have been
many passionate debates and heated discussions by educators and researchers about
what techniques are the most effective for teaching children to read and write. Some
areas that cause strong opinions and reactions in educators are: whole language
versus phonics instruction; language experience versus skill and drill; meaning versus
memorization, or whole word versus sounding words out. The approach that has
emerged today as the most effective way to teach is what is referred to as a balanced
approach that includes both phonics instruction taught in context and the whole
language approach that emphasizes meaning and understanding for both reading and
writing. Work by Allington and Cunningham (2003) suggest principles for good
literacy instruction that incorporate these strategies.
During my career in education as I have continued to learn more about the
very complicated process of teaching children to read and write and have experienced

many shifts in my own thinking as well. Even though educators have been discussing
and learning about better ways to teach reading and writing, good practice still lags
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behind in the classroom. Much time, money, and energy has been devoted to these
areas, and yet student achievement in reading has still not been as good as expected.
Educators and researchers have searched relentlessly over time for the best method to
teach reading and writing, often looking for a simple solution to a very complex
problem. There continues to be a need for more research and study in this area and
more importantly the need to bring best practice into the classroom.
Purpose of Study
The purpose of this multiple case study was to discover, describe, and
understand the critical components to improve literacy learning for all students. The
central focus of the study involved looking at principles (themes) for classroom
instruction in reading and writing that are essential for students to become good
readers and writers based on the work of Dr. Richard Allington and Dr. Patricia
Cunningham (2003). These principles are: the amount of time students spend on
reading and writing each day, the explicit teaching of comprehension strategies,
modeling writing and reading daily, student engagement in thoughtful literacy
learning, and relaxed, literate rich classroom environments. The premise was that it is
what the classroom teacher does day by day, minute by minute in the classroom
among other things that makes the difference in regard to student success.
This multiple case study was conducted using the appropriate strategies for
qualitative research (Cresswell, 2003). Six classrooms were identified to participate

in the study. The researcher identified three 4th grade classroom teachers whose
students performed very well on the reading and writing (ELA) section of the MEAP
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test and three 4th grade classroom teachers whose students performed poorly on the
ELA section of the MEAP test. The classrooms were located in schools with similar
demographics and similar socio-economic status. The classrooms were all part of the
same Midwest, urban school district. Therefore, district level involvement, teacher
training, literacy programs, professional development, and support were controlled to
the greatest extent possible.

The main difference in the classrooms was the

achievement level of the students. Therefore, what the teacher did on a daily basis in
the classroom was the area to be explored in the study.
In the selected schools, the researcher observed and interviewed each teacher
and looked for evidence to determine how effectively these five critical literacy
principles were utilized by the teachers in the successful and unsuccessful 4th grade
classrooms.
Critical components to improve literacy learning for all students are now
available for teachers to use in reading and writing instruction.

The specific

principles from the work of Allington and Cunningham (2003) were analyzed and
evaluated in this multiple case study. It was determined that teachers in the high
performing classrooms made better use of these strategies and spent more time on
them than the teachers in the low performing classrooms. The results from this study
are consistent with earlier studies that have substantiated the value of a relaxed,
literate rich classroom environment as an important factor in helping students become
successful readers and writers.
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Research Questions According to Theme
Research Question for Theme 1
Is there a difference in the amount of time spent on reading and writing in the high
performing classrooms and in the low performing classrooms? If so, how does the
amount of time differ?
The first question asked about the amount of time spent on reading and
writing in high and low performing classrooms and how the amount of time differed.
This was the first of the five essential principles (themes) for students to become good
readers and writers, based on the work of Allington and Cunningham (2003), dealing
with classroom time devoted to reading and writing. In the classroom observations it
was found that the high performing teachers devoted a total of 35 minutes to reading
and the low performing teachers spent a total of 20 minutes on reading. In writing,
the high performing teachers spent a total of 19 minutes on writing and the low
performing teachers spent a total of 17 minutes on writing. Analysis of the data
indicated that the high performing teachers did spend more time on reading and
writing than the low performing teachers. The amount of time differed more in the
area of reading than writing. This would support the importance of the first essential
principle for classroom instruction which stated that the amount of instructional time
devoted to reading and writing for students to become good readers and writers was
critical (Allington & Cunningham, 2003).

In the interviews, the teachers in both the high and low performing classrooms
reported that they spend between one hour and 45 minutes to one hour and 25 minutes
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on reading daily and 45 minutes on writing. Although this was initially surprising,
upon further discussion it was determined that these time frames were required in all
4th grades by the district as part of the 4 Blocks Language Arts program. These time
frames exceed the time recommendations by Allington and Cunningham.

They

suggested that teachers should allot at least one hour for reading and a half hour for
writing daily.
There were other significant observations noted that dealt with the type of
reading instruction and support that was provided for the students by the teachers. In
the classrooms of the high performing teachers, students spent more time reading
silently for a specific purpose out of text at an appropriate level. The teachers also
provided more support for the students as they read. The low performing teachers had
their students spend more time on oral reading out of difficult text with little teacher
support. It was also noted that the high performing teachers were satisfied with the
Houghton Mifflin

series that the district used and followed the district

recommendations closely. The low performing teachers expressed less satisfaction
with the program and did not follow the district recommendations as closely.
Even though actual time spent on reading and writing reported by the teachers
in the interviews was similar in both the high performing and low performing
classrooms, the actual amount of time noted during the observations indicated that
more time was allotted to reading and writing in the high performing classrooms.
Additionally, the quality of instruction, student support, feelings of satisfaction with
the program, and the actual teaching of the program as outlined by the district was not
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the same in the low performing and high performing classrooms. This is consistent
with the work of Allington and Cunningham (2003) that suggests that it is not only
the amount of time that is important, but what the teacher actually does minute by
minute in the classroom every day that is critical in regard to student success in
learning to read and write.
Research Question for Theme 2
Is there a difference in regard to the amount of explicit teaching of comprehension
strategies in the high performing classrooms, and in the low performing classrooms?
If so, how does the instruction differ?
The second question focused on whether there was a difference in the explicit
teaching of comprehension strategies in the high performing classrooms and in the
low performing classrooms and how the instruction differed. There were specific
comprehension strategies that emerged from the literature review as ones that make a
significant difference in regard to reading achievement and comprehension. They
were higher level questioning, higher level thinking skills, scaffolding and modeling
of strategies, and relating reading text to prior knowledge. Memorization of facts and
factual questioning were determined to be ineffective ways of helping students make
meaning from text. This was the second of the five essential principles (themes) for
students to become good readers and writers based on the work of Allington and
Cunningham (2003) dealing with the explicit teaching of comprehension strategies.

During the observations the high performing teachers were observed spending
a total of 14 minutes on higher level questioning and the low performing teachers
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were not observed asking higher level questions. In the teaching of higher level
thinking strategies, the high performing teachers spent a total of 8 minutes, whereas
the low performing teachers spent only 4 minutes teaching them.

The high

performing teachers spent a total of 10 minutes on scaffolding while the low
performing teachers were not observed scaffolding instruction for their students. The
high performing teachers spent a total of 9 minutes on relating text to the students'
prior knowledge and the low performing teachers spent only 3 minutes on this task.
The high performing teachers spend three times the amount of time on prior
knowledge than the low performing teachers. On the whole, the high performing
teachers spent more time teaching each of the important comprehension strategies
than the low performing teachers. This would support the importance of the second
essential principle for classroom instruction: teaching explicit comprehension
strategies for students to become good readers and writers (Allington & Cunningham,
2003) is critical.
The low performing teachers were observed spending a total of 24 minutes on
asking factual questions and the high performing teachers were not observed asking
any factual questions. The high performing teachers spent only 4 minutes on tasks
involving memorization of facts, while the low performing teachers spent a total of 59
minutes on tasks involving rote memorization of facts. These results would support
the work of earlier studies indicating that an emphasis on the memorization of facts
and factual questioning were ineffective strategies for helping students become better
readers.
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In the personal interviews there was a higher emphasis on factual questioning
and right or wrong answers by the low performing teachers.

They felt that

memorization of facts was important. The high performing teachers indicated that
they asked more open-ended questions with no right or wrong answer to encourage
students to do more higher-level thinking. The high performing teachers also reported
that making connections to the reading and activating prior knowledge for their
students were important aspects of reading instruction.
In the interviews the high performing and low performing teachers both
reported that they teach the comprehension strategies from the Houghton Mifflin
series that are required by the district. The high performing teachers explicitly teach
the strategies and emphasize their importance to the students. The low performing
teachers teach them but not as explicitly through direct instruction. The findings from
the interviews in this case study show that the high performing teachers are more
explicit overall in their instruction than the low performing teachers. The comments
from the interviews dealing with this theme would also support the importance of the
second essential principle (theme) for classroom instruction dealing with the explicit
teaching of comprehension strategies.
Research Question for Theme 3
Is there a difference in regard to time spent on teacher modeling of reading and
writing in the classrooms

of the high performing

classrooms

and the low

classrooms? If so, how does the amount of time spent on modeling differ?
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performing

The third question asked about the relative amount of time teachers spend on
modeling reading and writing in the high performing classrooms and the low
performing classrooms. During the observations, the researcher noted whether the
teacher was observed modeling writing, modeling reading, and/or making a
connection between reading and writing. It was also noted whether or not chart paper
or overhead projectors were visible as evidence of model writing. This was the third
of the five essential principles (themes) for students to become good readers and
writers based on the work of Allington and Cunningham (2003) dealing with teacher
modeling of reading and writing.
Teachers in both groups were observed modeling reading and modeling
writing with their students. The high performing teachers were noted as modeling
reading for a total of 19 minutes and the low performing teachers were noted as
modeling reading for a total of 22 minutes. The high performing teachers model
wrote for a total of 6 minutes and the low performing teachers model wrote for a total
of 7 minutes. The high performing teachers showed the connection between the
reading and writing for 1 minute and the low performing teachers were not observed
showing a connection. The low performing teachers were observed model reading
and model writing for their students for more time than the high performing teachers.
The answer to the research question would be that yes, there was a difference, but it
was a surprising finding that the low performing teachers were observed spending
more time on modeling than the high performing teachers.

However, the time

difference was not great and neither group spent much time showing the connection
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between reading and writing during the observations. This could suggest that the
third essential principle for looking at classroom instruction dealing with the amount
of instructional time teachers spend modeling reading and writing for students to
become good readers and writers (Allington & Cunningham, 2003) is not as
significant as originally believed.
It was noted, however, that there was a difference in the type of modeling
done by the teachers. The low performing teachers' modeling involved the reading of
worksheets, answering factual questions and correcting work on the overhead. The
high performing teachers were observed modeling their thought processes and
working through the writing process. During both observations chart paper and
overhead projectors were noted as being present and used in all six classrooms as
evidence of model writing.
In the interviews the high performing and low performing teacher indicated
that they spend time modeling writing and reading on a regular basis and view it as
valuable. In all cases, the teachers believed that the students loved being read to and
that graphic organizers were helpful in teaching students to write. It is a district
requirement for the teachers to model writing. Teachers from both groups reported
that they verbalize their own thinking about what is going on in their own heads as
they read and write with students. In the classroom observations, teachers from the
high performing and low performing classrooms modeled reading and writing, which
was in line with their responses in the interviews. Both groups responded that they
felt that modeling was an important instructional practice.
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Research Question for Theme 4
Is there a difference in the amount of instructional time that students are actively
engaged in "thoughtful" literacy learning in the high performing classrooms, and the
low performing classrooms? If so, how do the types of activities and the amount of
time differ?
The fourth question focused on the amount of instructional time that students
are actively engaged in "thoughtful" literacy learning in the high performing
classrooms, and in the low performing classroom and whether or not the types of
activities and the amount of time differed. There were specific activities and practices
that emerged from the literature review as ones that made a significant difference in
regard to student engagement in reading. They were opportunities for students to
make choices, collaborate, and have conversations and discussions around reading.
Also, providing interesting knowledge goals, providing themes, and providing text at
the appropriate level were important practices. This question dealt with the fourth of
the five essential principles (themes) for students to become good readers and writers
based on the work of Allington and Cunningham (2003) dealing with student
engagement.
In the two classroom observations it was noted that both the high performing
and low performing teachers allowed students to make choices for only 2 minutes
which indicated that neither group provided enough opportunities for student choice.
Personal choice is a key to motivate children to become good readers. The authors of

148

many earlier studies indicated that "there was a significant advantage in motivation
for the choice condition" (McLoyd, 1979; Guthrie & Humenick, 2004, p. 295).
The high performing teachers provided opportunities for collaboration for a
total of 14 minutes and the low performing teachers did not allow time for students to
collaborate. The low performing teachers allowed for some paired reading, but little
student-to-student interaction. In the high performing classrooms, collaboration was
encouraged and students worked in pairs and in small groups. Studies cited earlier
indicate that when students read and discuss texts together, understanding and
achievement improve. The findings of this study are consistent with these earlier
studies. The high performing teachers provided more time and more opportunities for
students to collaborate and the low performing teachers did not provide any time or
opportunities for collaboration.
The high performing teachers provided a total of 21 minutes for student
discussion and conversation about text, while the low performing teachers provided
only 10 minutes. There was very little student discussion or interaction and a great
deal of teacher talk noted in the low performing classrooms. Previous studies indicate
that when students discuss what they read with their peers, comprehension and
understanding improves. In this study, the high performing teachers did provide more
time and opportunities for collaboration than the low performing teachers.
The high performing teachers were observed providing knowledge themes for
a total of 4 minutes and the low performing for a total of 5 minutes. The high
performing and low performing teachers all use the themes in the Houghton Mifflin
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series. They are consistent in that they plan their instruction around the themes. In
this one instance the low performing teachers provided one minute more of time on
knowledge themes than the high performing teachers.
The high performing teachers allowed students to choose interesting texts for
7 minutes and the low performing teachers for one minute. Once again, the high
performing teachers provided more opportunities for students to choose interesting
texts than the low performing teachers which was not significant.
More time was spent providing opportunities for student collaboration,
discussions and conversations around books and interesting texts by the high
performing teachers than by the low performing teachers. Both the high performing
and low performing teachers provided little time for student choice.

The low

performing teachers provided interesting knowledge themes for one minute more than
the high performing teachers. Overall, however, the high performing teachers spent
more time engaging their students in thoughtful literacy than the low performing
teachers. These results would support the importance of the fourth essential principle
for classroom instruction, dealing with engaging students in "thoughtful" literacy , in
order for students to become good readers and writers (Allington & Cunningham,
2003). Teachers were not observed working with students to determine appropriate
reading levels. However, this was covered in the teacher interviews.
In the interviews, there was an apparent difference in the opinions of the
teachers in how important they felt activities to actively engage students in thoughtful
literacy were to student learning. The three high performing teachers discussed the
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importance of providing opportunities for students to interact with each other and
with the teacher in response to reading selections. The low performing teachers
expressed reasons why they did not have the students work together. The teachers in
this group reported that they communicate with the students mainly by having class
discussions rather than having the students interact with one another.
In the interviews all six of the teachers reported that they allow their students
to self-select books and that they use the six themes provided in the Houghton Mifflin
reading series. The high performing teachers report that they may bring in some other
themes of interest for the students, but the low performing teachers did not. The low
performing teachers were not as satisfied with the series and felt tied to it yet did not
bring in other themes. All six teachers give a variety of district required tests and
assessments to determine reading levels.
There were some other interesting teacher and student behaviors that were
noted in the observations. There was much off-task behavior in the low performing
classrooms. Students were observed as being compliant, but not engaged, in the
learning. They commented that the work was boring. On the other hand, in the high
performing classrooms, there was no off-task behavior observed.

More student

interaction and engagement in the work was observed in the high performing
classrooms with less teacher talk. All three high performing teachers were observed
purposely interacting and discussing reading selections with students. During selfselected reading they were observed circulating around the room to conference with
individual students.
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On the whole, in the high performing classrooms the students worked
effectively with each other and were engaged in thoughtful literacy learning.
Research Question for Theme 5
Is there a difference in the classroom environment and number of books and
magazines readily available for students in the high performing classrooms, and in
the low performing classrooms? If so, how are the environments and number of
books different?
The last question asked about the difference in the classroom environment and
number of books and magazines available for students in the high performing
classrooms and in the low performing classrooms, and whether or not there was a
difference. This was the fifth of the five essential principles (themes) for students to
become good readers and writers based on the work of Allington and Cunningham
(2003) dealing with classroom environment. The items that emerged in the literature
review suggested that the following components should be present in a good literacy
environment: easy access to books and materials, subdued lighting, relaxing music,
comfortable seating arrangements, many books for self selection, a reading center,
and a writing center. These items were listed on the Note-Taking form and it was
noted if they were present or not in the classrooms. During the interview process the
importance of these factors in the classroom was discussed. Teachers were asked
their opinion regarding the importance of this type of environment to student learning.

In the high performing classrooms the students were observed to be relaxed
and focused. Teachers had a good sense of humor and seemed to enjoy their students.
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The atmosphere was warm, friendly and nurturing. The teachers were kind and gentle
in their dealings with the students which made for a relaxing environment for
learning.
When observing in the classrooms of the low performing teachers it was noted
that the atmosphere was negative and stressful. Much teacher attention was given to
inappropriate behavior. There was a lack of warmth in the classroom and students did
not seem to respect the teacher or each other. There was much calling out. It is has
been shown that a positive relationship between the teacher and the students is an
important factor in improving achievement. The results of this study are consistent
with these findings.
Easy access to books and materials was provided with books at a variety of
levels for self selection in the classrooms of the high performing teachers. Easy
access to books is one of the most important principles for effective classroom
literacy instruction. Several studies show the need for students to have access to
challenging, yet easy-to-comprehend, reading materials if they are to become skillful,
engaged readers. The findings from the case study support the results of this earlier
research. The classrooms of the high performing teachers provided easy access to
books for students at the appropriate levels. In the classrooms of low performing
teachers there were many books and materials available but they were not as easily
accessible for students. They were placed in tubs or shelves that were not accessible.
Students needed to go through the teacher to select new books.
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The teachers in the high performing classrooms instructed the students to help
each other so collaboration was encouraged. The low performing teachers set up their
classrooms in a traditional manner with desks in rows.

They were set up to

discourage student to student interaction. Lessons observed were teacher directed and
students were not allowed to work together. Consistent with these findings, this case
study supports the belief that when students are not allowed to work together
achievement goes down.
Students were well-behaved, respectful, and attentive to the teachers in all
three high performing classrooms. They seemed relaxed and willing to share and take
risks. Student writing was displayed in the classrooms along with areas for students
to work on reading and writing. The set up of the classrooms of the high performing
teachers were consistent with the descriptions of effective classrooms.

In the

classrooms of the low performing teachers there was no evidence of comfortable
seating arrangements, reading centers, or writing centers. The atmosphere was not
relaxing in any of the three classrooms and they did not seem conducive to learning.
Desks and seats were set in traditional rows. All teachers had a variety of books
available in their classrooms which were more easily accessible in the high
performing classrooms.
In the teacher interviews all six teachers responded that they felt a literate rich
environment was very important for student learning. All of the teachers felt it was
very important for the students to have a variety of books to choose from at their own
reading level.

They noted that it was important for the school to provide
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opportunities and time for the students to read at school because it is not provided for
most of them at home. It has been found that schools and classrooms with lots of
books have better results in regard to achievement in reading.
None of the teachers in either group commented on the need for a relaxed
atmosphere for optimum student learning. Even though they did not mention it, the
researcher observed relaxed and positive environments in the classrooms of high
performing teachers and stressful, negative environments in the classrooms of low
performing teachers.

As previously mentioned, other researchers have observed

effective literacy classrooms around the country and found that classrooms in which
children learn are relaxing and pleasant places (Pressley, 2002). The warm feeling
tone in the classroom was observed and noted many times in the observations by the
researcher in this study.
Based on the notes from the observations and the personal interviews with
teachers there is a difference in the classroom environments of high performing and
low performing teachers. Again, the number of books and magazines available for
students was similar for both groups, yet they were more attractively arranged for easy
access by the students in the classrooms of the high performing teachers. Subdued
lighting and relaxing music were not observed in any of the classrooms. The high
performing classrooms provided more comfortable seating arrangements, and centers
for reading and writing.

A noticeable difference was in the atmosphere of the

classrooms and the teacher behaviors. The high performing teachers were warm and
friendly and provided a relaxed atmosphere for learning.
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The low performing

teachers were critical and negative and their classrooms were set up in a traditional
manner. These findings would support the importance of the fifth essential principle
for looking at classroom environments and access to books and materials (Allington
& Cunningham, 2003).
Recommendations for Future Research
While there has been a tremendous amount of research on how to best teach
students to read and write, student progress still lags behind. There are many schools
throughout the country in which students learn to read and write effectively and easily
and many more in which students experience difficulty in learning to read and write.
This is true no matter what the socio-economic status (SES) or educational
background of the family. The American Legislative Exchange Council.reports that
since the Nation at Risk report was released in 1983, there has not been much change
in student achievement levels in public schools in spite of a 43% increase in funding
(Stone, 1996). Businesses have complained that far too many of their applicants and
employees have difficulty reading and writing. "Americans are therefore 'fed up'
with their public schools" (DuToit, 2005, p.87).
In spite of the fact that best practice in how to teach students to read and write
is readily available, these practices and conditions for learning have not been readily
adopted by practitioners in the classroom. Improvement in reading is a national goal
and is part of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. Teachers and administrators are

being held accountable for the reading and writing ability of their students. The cut
off score for students to pass the state test in English Language Arts has increased this
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year so more students, classrooms and schools will have difficulty making Adequate
Yearly Progress (AYP). The goal is to have all students reading at grade level by the
end of third grade by the year 2016, and this will be very difficult for schools to attain.
Therefore, there are still many opportunities for future research. It is important
for researchers to continue to study and analyze reading and writing instruction until
we reach a point that all students can become successful readers and writers. In order
for this to happen we must pinpoint specific classroom instructional strategies in
reading and writing that will produce confident, competent readers and writers like
the ones in this study. More importantly, we need to make sure that these strategies
are shared with teachers in schools and taught in education classes at the college level.
Further research that delves deeper into these areas would be helpful. After
studying the current research and conducting this multiple case study I would like to
suggest the following topics for further study in the area of literacy instruction.
1. Foremost, this study analyzes five of the ten principles for looking at
classroom reading and instruction by Allington and Cunningham that the
researcher felt were most important. It would be good to conduct studies on
the other five principles:
•

Useful decoding strategies must be explicitly taught and modeled.

•

Providing access to larger amounts of more intensive expert instructional
support and enhanced opportunities to read and write with support.

•

Children benefit from an integrated, content-oriented reading/language arts
curriculum.
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•

Developing independent readers and writers is critical to developing
thoughtful life long learners.

•

Access to consistently high-quality classroom instruction is more important
than the sort of parents children have or special programs they attend.

2. It would be valuable to return to this same school district in the future and
reexamine these same five principles in the classrooms of high and low
performing teachers to see if the results are the same perhaps at different grade
levels. The district had a strong focus on literacy, but with new leadership this
is changing.
3. This research could be replicated in other school districts outside the Midwest
to determine if the findings would be consistent in regard to the five themes that
were considered.
4. A similar study with a larger sample could be conducted.
5. A study considering not only the amount of time a teacher spends model writing
and model reading, but also the type of modeling that is done by the teacher.
Conclusions
There are several conclusions that can be drawn based on the research that was
conducted in this qualitative study dealing with the critical components to improve
literacy learning for all students based on the five themes.
T h e m e 1 considered the amount of time students spend reading and writing

each day. It was found that the students in the high performing classrooms did spend
more time reading and writing daily. In addition to this, the high performing teachers
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provided more support for the students as they read, and they read for a purpose in
appropriate text. The low performing teachers had the students do more round robin
reading out of text that was too difficult. Therefore, for students to become better
readers and writers, it is important that teachers devote at least an hour a day for
reading and a half an hour daily for writing instruction. The results of the study
would support the importance of the first essential principle for looking at classroom
instruction dealing with the amount of instructional time devoted to reading and
writing for students to become good readers and writers. Additionally, there was a
definite difference in the quality of instruction, student support, feelings of
satisfaction with the program, and the actual teaching of the program as outlined by
the district between the low performing and high performing classrooms.
Theme 2 considered the explicit teaching of comprehension strategies to
students. The high performing teachers did spend more time teaching each of the
important comprehension strategies than the low performing teachers. The specific
comprehension strategies that emerged from the literature review as ones that make a
significant difference in regard to reading achievement and comprehension were:
higher level questioning, higher level thinking skills, scaffolding and modeling of
strategies, and relating reading text to prior knowledge. These findings would support
the importance of the second essential principle for classroom instruction dealing with
the importance of teaching explicit comprehension strategies for students to become
good readers and writers.
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Another conclusion involved the quality of the comprehension strategies
explicitly taught to students. Memorization of facts and factual questioning were
determined to be ineffective ways of helping students learn to make meaning of text.
The low performing teachers spent much more time on these lower level activities
than on the more effective comprehension strategies. The high performing teachers
spent less time on memorization and factual questioning.
Theme 3 dealt with the importance of teacher modeling of reading and
writing.

The low performing teachers were observed model reading and model

writing for their students for more time than the high performing teachers. The
answer to the research question was that there was a difference; however the low
performing teachers were the group that was observed spending more time on
modeling than the high performing teachers. However, the time difference was only
three minutes and neither group spent significant time showing the connection
between reading and writing during the observations. This could suggest that perhaps
the third essential principle for looking at classroom instruction dealing with the
amount of time teachers spend model reading and writing for students to become
good readers and writers is not as significant as originally believed.
Another conclusion would be that the nature of the modeling done by the
teacher makes a difference. It was noted that there was a difference in the type of
modeling done by the teachers. The low performing teachers modeling involved the
reading of worksheets, answering factual questions and correcting work on the
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overhead.

The high performing teachers were observed modeling their thought

processes and working through the writing process.
Theme 4 dealt with the amount of time that students were engaged in
"thoughtful" literacy. The conclusion in this area was that high performing teachers
spend more time on "thoughtful literacy" activities and the students were actively
engaged in the activities. More time was spent providing opportunities for student
collaboration, discussions and conversations around books and interesting texts by the
high performing teachers than by the low performing teachers.

Both the high

performing and low performing teachers provided little time for student choice. The
low performing teachers provided a minute more of time providing interesting
knowledge themes than the high performing teachers. Overall, the high performing
teachers spent more time engaging their students in thoughtful literacy than the low
performing teachers.

These results would support the importance of the fourth

essential principle for looking at classroom instruction dealing with the engaging
students in "thoughtful" literacy for students to become good readers and writers.
Theme 5 considered the difference in classroom environments and books and
materials in the classrooms of high performing and low performing teachers. The
conclusion was that there was a difference in the classroom environment and
atmosphere. The classrooms of the high performing teachers provided easy access to
books for students at the appropriate levels. In the classrooms of low performing
teachers there were many books and materials available but they were not as easily
accessible for students.
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Another conclusion was that student and teacher behaviors were more positive
in the classrooms of high performing teachers.

Students were well-behaved,

respectful, and attentive to the teachers in all three classrooms of the high performing
classrooms. The students seemed relaxed and willing to share and take risks. The
teachers were warm and friendly and seemed to enjoy the students. The students in
the low performing classrooms were overall inattentive and bored. The teachers in
the low performing classrooms were critical and negative in their dealings with
students. The atmosphere was not relaxing in any of these three classrooms and they
did not seem conducive to learning.
Policy Implications
In the field of education, research is conducted on a regular basis dealing with
effective instructional strategies for the teaching of reading and writing. The results
and implications for instruction, however, seldom reach the classroom, college, or
building level. There are several implications for teacher evaluation, supervision,
professional development, and teacher education at the college level that can be
derived from this study. Listed below by theme are important findings that should be
included in both building level professional development and college courses in the
teaching of reading and writing.
Dealing with the first theme, it has been determined that when teachers allot
more time to reading and writing achievement improves to a greater degree. The

more extensively students read and write, the more progress they make.

These

findings have been substantiated in this case study. In addition to amount of time, the
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quality of instruction is also critical. Round robin reading has been determined to be
an ineffective way to improve reading ability.

In spite of this, this method of

instruction continues in many classrooms today. The high performing teachers in this
study provided more support for the students as they read and had them read silently
for answers to specific questions. Another ineffective practice in the teaching of
reading is whole group instruction in which all students are reading out of the same
level text. The high performing teachers in this study worked with students to make
sure they were reading out of text that they found interesting that was at an
appropriate reading level. Dr. Allington indicates that often students are better off
staying at home than being taught out of text that is too difficult at school. Much
damage can be done to students when they are taught at their frustrational level.
To summarize for theme one, these critical components should be included in
teacher education and professional development at all levels:
•

Teachers must allot one hour or more for reading and one half hour or more
for writing daily.

•

Teachers need to move away from round robin reading instruction and move
to guided reading in which students read silently for a purpose.

•

Teachers need to provide support for students as they read.

•

Teachers need to make sure students are reading out of a book that interests
them at the appropriate level.
The second theme dealt with the explicit teaching of effective comprehension

strategies.

The main reason for reading is to find meaning.
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In this study, the

researcher looked at these comprehension strategies:

questioning, higher level

thinking skills, scaffolding, memorization of facts, activating knowledge and direct
instruction of the strategies. It was determined that the low performing teachers put
more emphasis on factual questions and right or wrong answers while the high
performing teachers asked more open ended questions that encouraged thinking.
High performing teachers spent twice as much time teaching higher level thinking
skills as the low performing teachers. Similarly, the high performing teachers spent
time scaffolding instruction while the low performing teachers did not. Additionally,
the findings from both the observations and the interviews in this case study show that
the high performing teachers are more explicit in their instruction than the low
performing teachers. School administrators and college professors in education must
pay close attention to these important issues. To summarize for theme two, critical
components for effective comprehension instruction that must not be ignored by
colleges and schools are:
•

Teachers must ask higher level questions that involves thinking.

•

Higher level thinking skills must be explicitly taught.

•

Scaffolding of instruction is an effective tool to enhance understanding and
should be taught and modeled for teachers to use with students.

•

Activating prior knowledge and making connections to text increases
comprehension.

•

Comprehension strategies must be explicitly taught through direct instruction.
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•

Use of dittos, memorization of facts, and rote learning are not effective
practices for promoting comprehension.
Theme three dealt with teacher modeling of reading and writing for students.

Teachers in both groups were observed model reading and model writing with their
students.

The low performing teachers were observed spending more time on

modeling than the high performing teachers. However, the time difference was not
significant and neither group spent much time showing the connection between
reading and writing during the observations. This could suggest that the time teachers
spend modeling reading and writing for students is not as significant as originally
believed. One aspect to consider would be the type of modeling that is being done.
The low performing teachers were observed modeling with worksheets, answering
factual questions and correcting work. The high performing teachers were observed
sharing their own thinking and making it evident for students while modeling reading
and writing.

This practice was not observed in the low performing teachers

classrooms. Effective modeling of reading is one of the most effective ways to teach
fluency. The importance of teachers modeling as a way to help students learn has
been substantiated by earlier studies as indicated in the literature review.
The concept of modeling must be taught to teachers at the building level
through professional development and most importantly this must be included in
educational courses at the college level. Currently this is being done randomly, but
not consistently. The most important practices in this area that effect student learning
are:
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•

Teachers must verbalize their own thinking when model writing and reading
so that students can learn from their thought processes.

•

Teachers must allow students to write on their own using the structure
provided in the model writing.

•

Teachers must demonstrate what fluent reading sounds like when they are
model reading for students.

•

Teachers must demonstrate the joy and meaning that can be gained from
reading when they read aloud to their students.
Theme four dealt with "thoughtful literacy" activities. The high performing

teachers allowed students to work and discuss with both other students and the
teacher. The low performing teachers did most of the talking themselves and did not
allow students to work together. Much time was spent with total class discussion
with many students appearing to be disengaged in the discussion. It was found that
the high performing teachers spent more time on thoughtful literacy practices than the
low performing teachers. Most teachers do want their students to learn and be
successful. However many are unaware of which practices are effective and which
ones are not. We are at a time in education when we do know what works and what
does not in regard to literacy instruction. It is critical that these practices be brought to
the classroom level. Teachers must be taught at the district and college level that
these are critical components that must be included in effective literacy instruction:
•

When students are given opportunities to choose their own books reading
achievement improves.
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•

When students are allowed to collaborate and discuss their ideas with others
achievement and understanding increases.

•

Students comprehend better and are more motivated when allowed to converse
around books and stories with the teacher and other students.

•

Achievement in reading improves when students are provided with interesting
texts at the appropriate level.

•

There should be less teacher talk and more student to student and student to
teacher talk in classrooms.
Theme five dealt with classroom environments and the availability of books

and materials in the classrooms. There was a significant difference in the classroom
environments and atmospheres. The classrooms of the high performing teachers
provided easy access to books for students at the appropriate levels.

The low

performing teachers had many books and materials available but they were not as
easily accessible for students. Student and teacher behaviors were also noted as quite
different in the classrooms of the high performing and the low performing teachers.
In the high performing classrooms students were engaged in the learning and relaxed.
The teachers were warm, friendly and seemed to enjoy interacting with the students.
The overall classroom atmosphere was positive and productive. The students in the
low performing classrooms were inattentive and bored and the teachers appeared
negative in their dealings with students. The atmosphere was not relaxing and did not
seem conducive to learning.
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In the interviews, teachers did not indicate that a stress free environment was
important for learning. However, relaxed environments were observed in the high
performing classrooms. Teachers must realize that this is a very important factor in
regard to learning because the brain shuts down under stress. Learning to read and
write is a difficult process for young children. Teachers and administrators need
assistance in developing this understanding. Teachers then need to be taught how to
develop classrooms that are relaxed and literate rich. In conclusion, the critical
components for developing relaxed, literate rich classroom environments that should
be taught to both administrator and teachers at the building and college level are:
•

The importance of a relaxed, stress free environment to improve learning.

•

The importance of a literate rich classroom environment to enhance learning.

•

The importance of easy access of interesting books and materials at the
appropriate levels for students.

•

When teachers are warm and inviting, student achievement goes up.

•

A positive outlook and approach from teachers helps students stay engaged in
their learning.

•

Warm, inviting, literate rich classrooms become warm and friendly places that
are conducive to new learning for students and teachers.

•

Teachers are happier and enjoy their students more within a positive
environment.
It is time for the best practices from educational research to make it to the

classroom level. That is the only way that these critical components to improve
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literacy learning for all students can begin to make a difference in reading and writing
achievement in our schools. This must be done through the combined efforts of
school administrators, teachers, and college professors.
Concluding Remarks
It is my hope that the information and findings from this multiple case study
will be used to assist in efforts to improve the teaching of reading and writing for
students throughout Michigan and the country. I hope that teachers will benefit from
the knowledge that is gained from this research through improved reading courses at
the college level and better professional development experiences at the district level.
It was a good learning experience for me. I had the privilege of observing and
interviewing the teachers involved in the study and learned many things from them. I
truly enjoyed the opportunity to observe in their classrooms and to hear their views
about the five literacy principles considered in this study. As I move forward in my
career, I will continue to pursue my passion and desire to make learning to read and
write a more positive experience for both teachers and students.
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Appendix A
Literacy Classroom Observation Protocol
Classroom:
Start time:

Content:

School:

End Time:

Date:

District:.
Observer:.
Teacher provide
opportunities for students
to read and write
Opportunities to read (1 hr)
Opportunities to write(l/2 hr)
Students given opportunity to
self-select books
Teacher provides support in
book selection
Comprehension strategies
are modeled, taught, and
utilized
Higher level questioning is
observed
Strategies for higher level
thinking skills are observed
Scaffolding and modeling of
strategies is observed
Memorization of facts
Teacher relates reading text to
prior knowledge of student
Teachers model write and
read daily to students
Teacher observed model reading
Teacher observed model writing
Teacher stresses connection
between reading and writing
Chart paper/overheads visible as
evidence of model writing
Students are actively
engaged in "thoughtful"
literacy
Opportunities student choices
Opportunities -collaboration
Conversation/discussions around
reading
Interesting texts
Provides knowledge goals
Teacher provides text at
appropriate reading level
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Note Taking Form for 30 Minute Classroom Visits
Record specific examples in regard to what the teacher and students are doing and saying.

Note Taking Form
Opportunities for students to read and write

Comprehension strategies are modeled, taught, and utilized

Teachers model write and read daily to students

Students are actively engaged in "thoughtful" literacy

Relaxed, literate rich environment & easy access to books and magazines (Y = yes, N = no)
Teacher provides easy access to books and materials for students
Teacher has subdued lighting in the reading area
Teacher plays relaxing/classical music during independent work time
Teacher provides comfortable seating arrangements
Teacher provides many books at all levels for student self-selection
Classroom has a reading center for independent work
Classroom has a writing center with a variety of paper\writing utensils
Comments:
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Coding System
The following coding system has been developed to help in note taking during the
observations.
Students reading and writing about real things.
s.r.
s.w.
s.s.
t.s.

students reading
students writing
students self select books
teacher support in book selection

Comprehension strategies are modeled, taught, and utilized.
h.l.q.
h.o.t.
sc.
m.f.
p.k.

higher level questioning
higher order thinking skills
scaffolding
memorization of facts
prior knowledge

Teachers model write and read daily to students.
m.r.
m.w.
r.w.
c.p.

teacher model reading
teacher model writing
teacher shows connection between reading & writing
chart paper/overhead visible as evidence of model writing

Students are actively engaged in "thoughtful" literacy learning.
s.ch.
s.c.
s.d.
i.t.
k.g.
r.l.

student choices
student collaboration (paired reading, discussions, small groups)
teacher involves students in conversations/discussions around reading
interesting texts/students deeply immersed and involved in content
knowledge goals/themes
students reading texts at appropriate levels

Relaxed, literate rich classroom environments a r e provided with easy access to

many interesting easy to read books and magazines.
Checklist included on note-taking form
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Appendix B
Interview Protocol
Project: Critical Components to Improve Literacy Learning for All Students
Time of Interview:
Date:
Interviewer:
Interviewee:

INSTRUCTIONS TO INTERVIEWER:
The purpose of this interview is to obtain information about what each teacher thinks
about several aspects of reading and writing instruction in his or her classroom. The
questions will be asked in the teacher interview in regard to five themes for literacy
learning in the classroom. The teachers will be interviewed immediately following a
second 30 minute lesson that was observed by the interviewer. The information will
be used in an effort to improve the teaching of literacy skills for students throughout
the State of Michigan. It is important to spend a few minutes talking informally with
the teacher before the interview to develop a rapport before asking the questions.
After a few minutes of dialogue, begin with the opening statement and continue on to
ask each question. Handwritten notes should be written directly on the Interview
Protocol. If permission is given by the teacher, an audio tape should be used.
OPENING STATEMENT:
Hello, my name is Marcia Kaye and I am a graduate student at Western Michigan
University. I am working on my dissertation dealing with the critical components
necessary to improve literacy learning for all students. The purpose of this interview
is to obtain information about what you think about several aspects of reading and
writing instruction in regard to your classroom instruction. The information will be
used in an effort to improve the teaching of literacy skills for students throughout the
State of Michigan. Therefore, please listen carefully to each question and answer as
honestly and thoroughly as possible. We should be able to complete this interview in
about thirty minutes. Your response to the interview questions will be anonymous
and will be combined with those of others to reveal patterns. Responses from your
school will be combined with responses from other schools.
If it meets with your approval, I would like to use an audio tape to assist me when I
write up my report.
CLOSURE:
After the interview explain the following to the participants: The schools that have
been selected for the study were chosen because of high or low scores on the ELA
section of the MEAP test. At his time, if you would like to withdraw from the study
that is an option for you.
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Interview Questions

1. How do you set up your literacy block each day, including time frames?
a. How much time is devoted to reading each day?
b. How much time is devoted to writing each day?

2. Are students given opportunities to self select books that interest them?

3. What, if any, specific comprehension strategies do you teach your students?
a. When and how do you teach them?

4. Explain what types of questions you ask your students about reading
selections and give an example.

5. Do you model the writing process for your students and if so, how often do
you do it?

6. Do you model the reading process in your instruction and if so, when and how
often do you read to your students?
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7. Elaborate on the opportunities provided for collaboration, interaction and
discussion between teacher and student and among peers in regard to reading
selections.

8. Do you use specific themes in reading and how do you make sure that students
are reading in a text that they find interesting?

9. Is a literate rich environment important for students and how do you establish
it? Please explain.

10. What do you do to determine your students' reading levels and how do you
make sure that you have reading material available at their level?
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Appendix C
HSIRB Approval Documents

H. S. I. R: B.
Approved for use for one yea.r from this date;

MAR 1 4 2007

Western Michigan University
— ^HSlRB
Department: Department of Teaching, Learning and Leadership
Principal Investigator: Dr. Jianping Shen
Student Investigator: Marcia H. Kaye
Project Title: Critical Components to Improve Literacy Learning for All Students
You have been invited to participate in a research project entitled "Critical Components
to Improve Literacy Learning for All Students". This research is intended to observe and
analyze the quality of literacy instruction in 4th grade classrooms. This dissertation
project is being done in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Doctorate
of Philosophy.
You will be asked to allow the researcher to visit your classroom to observe teacher
behaviors for two 30 minute sessions during your literacy block. After the second
observation there will be a 30 minute interview session during which you will be asked
questions regarding your instructional practices.
As in all research, there may be some inconvenience to you, but there is no risk involved.
One way in which you may benefit from this activity is having the chance to talk about
your classroom literacy practice. You can share your thoughts and theories. In the
future, other teachers may benefit from the knowledge that is gained from this research.
All of the information collected from you is confidential. That means that your name will
not appear on any papers on which this information is recorded. The forms will all be
coded, and the researchers will keep a separate master list with the names of participants
and the corresponding code numbers. Once the data are collected and analyzed, the
master list will be destroyed. All other forms will be retained for at least three years in a
locked file in the principal investigator's office.
You may refuse to participate or quit at any time during the study without prejudice or
penalty. If you have any questions or concerns about this study, you may contact Marcia
H. Kaye at 616-784-1192 or Dr. Jianping Shen at 269-387-3887. You may also contact
the chair of Human Subjects Institutional Review Board at 269-387-8293 or the vice
president for research at 269-387-8298 with any concerns that you have.
This consent document has been approved for use for one year by the Human Subjects
Institutional Review Board (HSIRB) as indicated by the stamped date and signature of
the board chair in the upper right corner. Do not participate in this study if the stamped
date is more than one year old.
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WESTERN MICHIGAN UNIVERSITY

H. S.-I. R. B.
Approved tor use for one year frors this date:

MAR 1 4 2007

,L
mnm hair
IHIIRB m

Your signature below indicates that you have read and/or had explained to you the
purpose and requirements of the study and that you agree to participate.
Si mature:

Date:

Consent obtained by:

Initials of researchers:
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A/ESTI RN MICHIGAN UINIVERSITY
Human Subjects Institutional Review Board

Date: March 14, 2007
To;

Jianping Shen, Principal Investigator
Marcia Kaye, Student Investigator for dissertation

1: Amy Naugle, Ph.D., C h ^ r J ) f ( W
From:
Re:

N/jM/L-

HSIRB Project Number: 07-02-15

This letter will serve as confirmation that your research project entitled "Critical
Components to Improve Literacy Learning for All Students" has been approved under
the expedited category of review by the Human Subjects Institutional Review Board. The
conditions and duration of this approval are specified in the Policies of Western Michigan
University. You may now begin to implement the research as described in the application.
Please note that you may only conduct this research exactly in the form it was approved.
You must seek specific board approval for any changes in this project. You must also
seek reapproval if the project extends beyond the termination date noted below. In
addition if there are any unanticipated adverse reactions or unanticipated events
associated with the conduct of this research, you should immediately suspend the project
and contact the Chair of the HSIRB for consultation.
The Board wishes you success in the pursuit of your research goals.
Approval Termination:

March 14, 2008
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Appendix D
Midwest Public School District Support Letter

Date:

March 1,2007

To:

Nancy Naugle, Ph.D., Chair, HSIRB Board

Re:

"Critical Components to Improve Literacy Learning For All
Students" Research Project Number 07-02-15

From:

Director of Instruction, Midwest Public School District
I am writing this letter to support the research project that Marcia Kaye is

working on for her dissertation. She would like to observe in six 4 th grade classrooms
within our school district. She would then conduct an interview with each teacher.
Three of the teachers will have had three years of good English Language Arts scores
on the MEAP test and three teachers will have had scores that have not been as good.
I will work with her to identify the appropriate classroom teachers and arrange
for her to meet with the principals and teachers who will be invited to participate in
the study. I will contact each principal to let them know that Marcia Kaye will be
contacting them. She will then be asked to contact the principals and teachers
directly. I have identified several high performing and low performing schools for her
to contact.
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Appendix E
Letter to Parents
Spring, 2007

Dear Parents,
My name is Marcia Kaye and I am working on a doctorate degree from
Western Michigan University. I am also a principal for a neighboring elementary
school.
As part of my work on my doctorate degree I am doing a study on the teaching
of reading and writing. During the next few weeks I will be observing two times in
your child's classroom. I will be observing the classroom teacher and how he or she
teachers reading and writing.
If you should have any questions please feel free to contact your child's
teacher or myself at 784-1192. My goal is to learn more about the best way to teach
reading and writing. I will be writing up the results of my study to share with other
educators. The specific names of the school district, schools, and teachers will be
kept confidential.
Thank you for your time and consideration.
Sincerely,

Marcia H. Kaye
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